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        Two Men… across Two Millennia

      

      

      

      Allen Grady seems by nature defaulted to failure.  After setting up a non-profit for human trafficking victims in Bangkok, Thailand, he ends up fired for “borrowing” donated funds.  Now back in Petersburg, Virginia with his wife and five kids, he struggles to find work as their meager savings dry up.

      

      Since his impoverished childhood, Allen has obsessed over a question he can never seem to shake: “From whence do money and wealth arise?”  And over the years—amidst his many failures—his knowledge has grown.  Yet burning questions still remain.
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      Up the road in Richmond, a small cluster of international bankers gather in secret.  There, they finalize plans for their Network’s long sought after goal:

      
        
        One World Government

      

      

      

      The Network has released its top trained operatives onto the world—including MK-Ultra-programmed Stephen Hood—to crush all who might resist.
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      Allen Grady’s obsession brings him his first glimmer of success—but also places him in the Network’s crosshairs.  Forced to flee the country after hiding his family deep off the grid, Allen must now overcome the “inescapable failure” that has plagued every step of his life.
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      Two thousand years earlier in the city of Jerusalem, a wealthy young man named Asher enters adulthood.  He brims with confidence that life will go well.  Yet an encounter outside the city walls leaves him shattered.  Embittered in heart, he sets out on a journey to vindicate his once cherished assumption—that money and wealth spring forth from a righteous life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Allen’s unrelenting obsession and Asher’s bitter quest must one day converge into a clash against ultimate evil—the outcome of which will determine the course of human history.  Across two millennia, each man seeks to find the…

      
        
        Source of All Wealth

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Quotes to ponder

          

        

      

    

    
      “Some of the biggest men in the United States, in the field of commerce and manufacture, are afraid of somebody, are afraid of something. They know that there is a power somewhere so organized, so subtle, so watchful, so interlocked, so complete, so pervasive that they had better not speak above their breath when they speak in condemnation of it.” — Woodrow Wilson, President of the United States, 1913–1921

      

      “And the devil said unto him, All this power will I give thee, and the glory of them: for that is delivered unto me; and to whomsoever I will I give it.  If thou therefore wilt worship me, all shall be thine.” — Luke 4:6-7

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            The White Sedan

          

          Stephen Hood, the operative

        

      

    

    
      At about midnight, a ten-year-old white sedan approached the last house on a dead end in Columbia, South Carolina. Acres of pine trees cloaked the landscape behind the place. The driver, a man named Reed, set his brake with the engine still running.  He got out and walked across weed-filled sod toward the house.

      A man in his thirties named Stephen Hood shoved open the house’s side door from the kitchen and motioned with his hand toward Reed. He let the door swing shut and sat down at a table in the dim light of the kitchen.

      Hood observed Reed pry open the recalcitrant screen door and grimace at the stench of cat urine in the kitchen as he shuffled across the floor.

      Reed handed Hood a thin brown sealed envelope. “I assume you got word about my compensation for hand-carrying this to you,” Reed said.

      “I did,” Hood concurred as he sliced open the envelope with his pocket knife, pulled out a single sheet, and read it.

      Reed found a chair.

      Looking at Reed with a stone-faced expression, Hood stated, “They told me to pay you seven thousand.”

      “Correct.”

      “I’ll get it from the back room. It’ll take a minute.”

      With autumn coming on, a few mosquitoes continued on the hunt.  So when Reed slapped his neck after feeling a slight pin-prick, he thought nothing further of it. In fact, by the time Hood returned to the kitchen, Reed thought nothing further of anything in this world. His body slumped over the table.

      Walking out to the sedan, Hood turned off the engine. He came back inside and donned a pair of night vision goggles.

      Grabbing hold of Reed’s corpse, he pulled it outside through the back screen door. He dragged the body into the woods, arriving at a metal-braced rectangular hole dug into the forest floor. As he slid Reed’s body down into the pit, dirt and pine needles fell in with it, stirring up a cloud of dust. He looked up through the trees toward the dimly lit home of his neighbor. Silence. Stillness. Placing a steel-framed lid over the top of the box, he shoveled dirt into the hole and restored the soil to the level of the forest floor. He walked back toward the house with his digging tools, placing them in a shed, and went inside to bed.

      

      Stephen Hood had returned to the States from Afghanistan a few years ago. There, at a contractor training compound in the foothills of the Helmand province, he had learned several approaches for dispatching individuals. One involved a blow-pipe using a tiny—and extremely toxic—poison dart that he had trained himself to shoot accurately from over ten feet away.

      He had also learned how to dispose of bodies without leaving a trace. Once, his colleagues in Afghanistan had gunned down an attacking Taliban squad. Hood supervised the burying of the remains. No need to have more tribesmen snooping around after finding their compadre’s corpses putrefying on the terrain.

      Hood’s trainers had drilled into him the importance of “covering up all traceability of the organization’s presence.” The “Network” insisted that connections between the layers in its chain of command remain concealed.

      Eliminating a temp-courier like Reed and dragging his body into a metal box in the woods accomplished Hood’s aim of concealment. No possibility of Reed opening his big mouth.

      

      After a short night’s sleep and no breakfast, Stephen Hood departed through the side screen door Reed had entered the night before. He drove his Japanese sports car toward Richmond, Virginia, about five hours north.

      He knew his supervisor would send a team of “sweepers” to remove Reed’s car and dispense with the rental property.  They would also inspect the grave’s concealment.

      As he sped east along I-20, he reflected that in the past few years, he had already passed his first million dollars in earnings. Although trained to suppress emotion, he couldn’t help reveling for a moment in his freedom and wealth—and anonymity. He could see himself doing this for a while.

      The Network used a “carrot and stick” approach to ensure Hood’s loyalty. The “carrot“ of wealth accumulation combined with the “stick“ of severe reprisal for any failure.

      “Let’s just keep the status quo” had become Hood’s mantra.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Allen

          

          Money Troubles

        

      

    

    
      Allen Grady tapped on his six-year-old laptop pondering what to do next. His computer sat on a desk he had bought a month ago from a thrift store. He reflected on the past three months: the loss of his mission work in Thailand; his move to Petersburg, Virginia; and the suffering of his wife Emily and five children.

      Why had he gone down that road?

      Allen had fallen into temptation—temptation toward the almighty dollar.

      During his first few years in Thailand, he had set up a non-profit for victims of human trafficking. He came up with the idea of a “halfway house” to help these people transition into a better life.

      Posting stories on social media about their plight, he tugged the hearts of many donors. Tens of thousands of dollars poured in.

      With construction complete, donors continued to send in gifts.

      When Allen compared his missionary salary with the halfway house account, he felt a twinge of greed.

      He decided to “borrow” $1000 to cover some credit card bills.

      I know I can pay this off, he thought.

      The next month he took another $500.

      I started this non-profit and got no extra support for my family, he reasoned.

      Over the next few months, Allen drew more from the fund. His secret debt grew.

      In the hustle of ministry, it slipped Allen’s mind that his mission board scrutinized accounts every quarter.

      So when an auditor looked into the house account, she saw a problem.

      The board responded to his embezzlement with mercy, agreeing not to press charges if he set up a repayment plan. Yet his supervisor did tell him, “Allen, it pains me to say this, but we’ll have to let you go.”

      

      Living off his IRA retirement account now in Virginia would sustain his family for only two more months. He had to find work.

      “Why did I do it?” he lamented.

      He thought back to his childhood.

      Though too young at age six to understand his family’s poverty, he did notice how his old clothes made him stand out.

      At age nine, he watched his peers brag about their third pair of name-brand jeans.

      At thirteen, he skipped the middle school prom, ashamed of his empty pockets.

      Money. The source of all shame.

      

      Allen loved to think. He would choose a book or a philosophical question any day over a hammer or a basketball. For decades, one subject had fascinated him: The origin of money. Where did it come from? Who invented it? Why do people want so much of it?

      Like a sleuth with his magnifying glass, he found answers.

      But these “answers” never added a dime to his pockets.

      So now, with his savings running dry, his interest in “money” had morphed into a desperation to grasp more of it. He longed to break free from a dilemma that had plagued him his whole life. Either he would find a job he hated and could pay the bills or he would find a job he liked but couldn’t support his family.

      Would he ever find his ideal career—his ideal life? Could he ever crack the code… the “key” to the life he yearned for? He sensed such a “key” did exist. But where?

      

      That afternoon in a coffee shop, Allen took a break from job-searching and tackled another chapter in David Astle’s book, The Babylonian Woe. He also viewed a video about early American banking. Then, he perused a book about “non-debt money.”

      David Astle spoke of secret merchant cabals in the ancient Near East. A lender—or “banker”—would attach himself to a kingdom and set up exchanges for silver and gold. He would also lend money to a king to expand the monarch’s army. Over time, war—and crushing debt—would inevitably destroy that dominion.

      The lenders formed secret societies crossing the borders of every realm. They gave their loyalty to no one but other lenders. The key to their influence lay in control over three markets: precious metal mining, slave trading, and international arms manufacturing. With this hidden triumvirate of power, they ruled the ancient world.

      Allen learned from the video how bankers dominate America. In the nineteenth century, they monopolized the gold markets. And since 1913, they controlled the Federal Reserve—a private-banker-owned, quasi-government corporation.

      The book about “non-debt money” taught Allen about government-issued currency. The author described Pennsylvania's “Colonial Scrip” in the 1700s. The colony would lend this paper money to farmers and merchants. The interest from these loans would fund public projects. Therefore, its government collected interest rather than paying it. This enabled the colonists to live in freedom and prosperity, served by a debt-free government that levied very few taxes.

      For whatever reason—maybe his childhood poverty or never-ending low self-esteem—Allen thrilled over his detective search for the origin of money and wealth. Despite his endless failures, he had found jewels of knowledge that few people possess.

      The writers like David Astle and others had taught Allen a lot.

      But he sensed they had missed something. Not a piece or two, but a large section of the puzzle. Allen longed to find the Source of All Wealth.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Asher

          

          First Century Jerusalem

        

      

    

    
      Two thousand years earlier, in the first century, A.D.—two millennia before Allen Grady sat at the coffee shop and Stephen Hood sped toward Richmond—a young man named Asher walked the dusty streets of Jerusalem in the eastern reaches of the Roman Empire.

      Asher, his name meaning “fortunate” or “blessed,” certainly fit his parents’ expectations. King Herod, a frequent seeker of his father’s business advice, had commented with a smile and a wink just last month that Asher would likely triple his father’s holdings upon the elder’s retirement.

      Asher’s robe flowed in an easy rhythm as he walked from his family compound through the streets toward the Damascus Gate along the city wall. His father Levi expected him there soon. Taught from his cradle to revere God’s Law—including the line about honoring one’s parents—Asher knew his father would brook no lateness today. Not that Asher needed any cajoling. This day—seven years following his entry into adulthood at age thirteen—he would take his place alongside his father among the Lesser Sanhedrin’s twenty-three elders. His father, always the stretcher of traditions, as well as the benefactor to half of these leading Men of the City, had convinced them to break with tradition by offering his son a place among them.

      “Asher will add vigor to our stale congregation,” Levi had spoken to his colleagues two months earlier. “A man among men to carry our interests before Herod and the Romans.”

      The Men of the Gate knew Asher possessed the virtue and maturity of a man twice his age. Although having the features of manliness toward which Satan might direct sensual enticements, Asher chose to walk in purity. He lived for the ways of the Lord. Rising every morning before sunrise with his scrolls, he would read through the Law, the Prophets, and the Psalms. He also fasted regularly, training his flesh against any temptation.

      As Asher approached the choke-point into the city, the normal din rose to a cacophony. Cattle, donkeys, horses, and countless people rich and poor streamed in and out, laden with trading goods, prayer shawls, and beggars’ bowls.

      To the left of the gate, shielded from the noise by a stone outcropping from the wall, the elders sat in a row. They looked up and welcomed Asher as he approached them.

      Before sitting, he addressed the men, “I feel it a great privilege to serve among you. I know my youth may cause some of you to question my place here, but in my heart, I intend to make good on my father’s expectations.”

      Jacob, the eldest, stood up and spoke. “Young Asher, your father’s generosity radiates through you. We believe you will honor his good name in our congregation. Welcome!”

      Asher sat down among the elders.

      They settled into a discussion about an upcoming meeting with King Herod. The elders had requested an audience with him. They wanted to hear his thoughts about a teacher from Galilee who had raised quite a stir of late.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Allen’s Job Search

          

          Concord Bancor

        

      

    

    
      Allen’s tiny bedroom served as a home office. He had read somewhere he should make his job search a full-time occupation. So he spent half his time researching jobs on his laptop and the other half outside stumping prospects.

      Online, he found Carestreet Limited, a boutique software and content-creation firm. He called their Petersburg branch.

      A lady answered, “Carestreet Limited. May I help you?”

      “Yes. Allen Grady here. I saw your company needs a copywriter for your website. I write pretty well, and I…”

      “Feel free to fill out our online application and send us an email with your résumé attached,” the lady responded.

      One more application to add to the huge stack they have already, Allen thought. The rest of his morning he encountered similar interactions.

      At noon, his wife Emily called him to the kitchen for lunch.

      He sat down with her and their youngest child, Jenn. The other four kids had gone to school.

      As they munched on grilled cheese sandwiches, Emily inquired, “Did you make any good contacts this morning?”

      “Not really. Everybody just wants to put me on their giant list of applicants.” Leaning toward his daughter Jenn, Allen asked with a smile, “Do you like the fall weather? I’ll bet you enjoy seeing the leaves change.”

      “I love the pretty colors!” she responded.

      Emily gazed up at her husband. She could see the pain in his eyes. “I’ll walk through this with you, Allen.”

      Sliding his chair beside her, he reached over and gave her a side hug. Little Jenn jumped off her chair and joined in.

      After lunch, Allen drove his 2010 minivan to a nearby strip mall.  Approaching Carestreet Limited’s Petersburg office, he thought, Maybe an in-person visit might give me a better shot with them.

      The lady he had spoken with on the phone sat at a desk behind the counter.

      “Hi, I believe I spoke with you… ‘Allen Grady.’ Do you remember me? I thought maybe visiting face-to-face might give me a better shot.”

      She laughed. “I admire your ambition, but I don’t hire. My boss in Pittsburgh selects the candidates.”

      “Could you at least put in a good word for me?”

      “I’ll think about it,” she chuckled, “if you send me an application.”

      “I appreciate it,” Allen said as he exited.

      Outside, he noticed a branch of his bank located next door.

      Concord Bancor, the result of a merger between Concord Limited and Union Bancor a few years ago, had branches coast to coast and around the world.

      It even had an international branch in Bangkok, making Allen’s bank transfer fees between the U.S. and Thailand cheaper when he’d lived there.

      “Ahhh, the convenience of international banking cartels,” Allen murmured with a wry smile.

      He couldn’t help chuckling at the irony of his membership in one of these gigantic mega-merged banks.

      ”I might as well let them know where I live now.”

      After waiting in line for five minutes, a teller named Susan Leeman greeted him.

      “I’d like to get my address updated in your records. We moved to Petersburg recently.”

      “I can do that,” Susan said.

      He handed her his new Virginia driver’s license.

      “Okay… Allen Grady. I see you moved from Bangkok, Thailand,” she commented, looking up from her computer.

      “Yeah, we arrived here a month ago.”

      “Okay. All done,” Susan said. “Can I help you with anything else?”

      “Nothing more for now.”

      “Thanks for dropping by.”

      As he walked toward the exit, a thought popped into his mind. Turning around, he got back in line behind an elderly black lady.

      After a few minutes, he approached the teller. “Hi. Allen again. I have a question. Do you know of any job openings here?”

      “None listed,” Susan said. “But last week one of our tellers said she’ll have to leave soon.”

      “Really.”

      “You can fill out an application online,” Susan smiled.

      “I will when I get home.”

      “My supervisor will look forward to getting it.”

      “Thanks so much!”

      As Allen walked to his car, he thought, That went rather well.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Anakrin Visits Stephen Hood

          

          Operation Gladio

        

      

    

    
      In a wooded cove outside of Chapel Hill, North Carolina, Anakrin approached his master. “Your servant seeks an audience.”

      “Speak,” crackled Anakrin’s superior, Baradal. Baradal had gained his regional position after several centuries of service to Liwanu, Prince of North America.

      “Master Baradal, I report a movement of significance.”

      “Go on,” Baradal hissed.

      “Not two days ago, I observed Stephen Hood receive instructions.”

      “What instructions?”

      Anakrin related to Baradal the details of the document Reed had delivered to Stephen Hood in South Carolina.

      Anakrin noted creases of thought thicken around his master’s orbed eyelids. He knew he must hold his tongue. Standing rigid, he waited for more than an hour.

      Baradal finally spoke. “Continue to monitor Hood’s movements. My master Liwanu, has gathered our compatriots in Richmond. They will guide our human servants toward the ‘Event.’”

      “Your servant hears and obeys,” Anakrin replied.

      “Keep your senses heightened. My instincts detect enemies near.”

      “Will they intervene?” Anakrin spat in nervous fury.

      Baradal screeched, “Do not allow such details to distract you from your task! Off!”

      “Yes, my master!” Anakrin departed upward with a flurry of wings.

      “Ascended masters,” they enjoyed calling themselves of late. Their human servants over the millennia had given them many titles: “minstrels,” “muses,” “enlightened ones,” and even “gods.”

      Their enemies referred to them as “demons” or “fallen angels.” But why should that matter?

      

      With the sun still shining that late afternoon, Anakrin lifted himself aloft.

      Trying to avoid scouts of the Enemy, he swooped below the tree tops and weaved like an owl among the upper branches.

      Whenever he encountered breaks in the forests, he slunk like a weasel in the undergrowth. His sense of smell and photographic memory of geography guided him.

      Pride swelled within Anakrin’s leathery, warted chest as he reminded himself of his role. He had shadowed Stephen Hood since his arrival from Afghanistan. A great responsibility.

      Crossing the state border into Virginia, Anakrin continued northward. The comfort of nighttime descended. Now his speed could increase with less furtive dodging to avoid the opposing warriors he so hated.

      As he neared Richmond, the scent of Stephen Hood began to enter his flared nostrils. He floated down like a wraith to a Double Time Hotel along I-295, honing in on Room 318. Despising the scent of humans—however allied to his masters’ causes—he preferred to spend the night outside.

      Anakrin reflected on the recent scene he had observed with Hood in South Carolina. He knew that Hood’s supervisors rarely contacted him over the phone or email. Nevertheless, they could have delivered the message without Reed’s midnight encounter. But the set-up had accomplished a singular purpose: with the Event fast approaching, top Network leaders wanted to ingratiate themselves with their Ascended Masters. Thus, Hood’s “blood sacrifice” of Reed had succeeded in bringing great pleasure to the dark creatures. And, since it silenced the courier, so much the better.

      

      Stephen Hood surfed his hotel TV until he settled on a black-and-white Cold War thriller.

      Anakrin listened through the window, thinking, I might enjoy watching this. With moderate difficulty, he passed through the hotel room’s wall and window and settled onto the twin bed next to Hood’s.

      Hood emitted a shudder of dread that puzzled him.

      Anakrin, far more intelligent than any man, could have explained to Hood the science of how two cosmoi can coexist. The matter of his realm interacted partially with the matter of Stephen Hood’s—thus the need to exert effort passing through the hotel room walls. Anakrin enjoyed the advantage of inhabiting both—fully within his own and significantly within Hood’s domain.

      The thriller on the hotel TV centered around the Italian Red Brigade, a communist terrorist group that had reportedly bludgeoned Italy throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Its hero, an Italian-American secret agent, sought to prevent a massive bombing and kidnapping operation by Red Brigade villains.

      Anakrin smirked as he observed the plot of the movie unfold. He knew that while the Red Brigade had carried out small terrorist attacks, Network-trained operatives had performed the vast majority. In classic “false flag” fashion, the Network, with its control over Italian media, laid the blame for these outrages on the communists—fomenting the Italian public into a fever pitch of fury against the Brigade.

      The American Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) termed these and related activities, Operation Gladio. Gladio had operated for decades during the Cold War and beyond. It extended outside the borders of Italy, throughout Europe and into the rest of the world.

      A Roman Gladiator would use a gladius short sword to jab the guts of his opponent—often while his adversary focused on the larger sword. Such a useful weapon—underhanded, unnoticeable, and unexpected until death slashed through.

      Operation Gladio had slashed through innumerable opponents to the Network since the end of World War Two.

      Anakrin knew that the global human hierarchy his masters superintended had appropriated the CIA as one of its primary tools.  It would help, in their words, “bring all habitable portions of the world” under Network control.

      Anakrin snickered that not only did the Network control the CIA and Gladio, they had also bankrolled the communists! By financing both sides of the Cold War, they had facilitated a “strategy of tension.” This tension had inched the fear-ridden, strife-torn peoples of the earth ever closer to the Network’s ultimate goal of a “New World Order”—a one world government.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Jessica Riley & Caleb Daugherty

          

          The Petersburg Star Ledger

        

      

    

    
      As a high school student in the affluent suburbs east of Richmond, Virginia, Jessica Riley had dreamed of becoming a reporter. A top student, she got accepted into William and Mary a few miles down I-64 from her home, where she majored in English. After graduating with honors, she went on to Columbia University’s Journalism School in New York City, where she earned her master’s degree.

      Upon completion, she joined with some grad school classmates to start up a magazine blog in Manhattan. But after a year, capital ran dry. With the blog magazine on the brink of financial failure, she tearfully decided to bail out and look for a job near her parents.

      With her credentials, she found a gig with a local newspaper, the Petersburg Star Ledger. Quite a come-down from the glitz of the big city. Life at the blog had worn her out with its crazy hours and merciless deadlines, so her small-town reporter job felt almost like a sleepy vacation.

      The Star Ledger’s editor, Caleb Daugherty, could not believe his paper had landed such a journalist. With the website looking like something designed in the nineties, Caleb asked Jessica to head up their online presence.

      Jessica felt up for the challenge. In New York, she had picked up programming skills. As a core value of the start-up, the founders had agreed that every team member should share every other colleague’s skill set. So with investment money still flowing, they had sent Jessica to an expensive coding boot camp in the city for ten weeks. The intensity of the training nearly killed her emotionally. But her blog-teammates’ tutelage that followed the boot camp turned her into a half-decent coder.

      In Petersburg, Jessica employed her skill in Javascript and proceeded to salvage the poor Star Ledger website from its sad state.

      Mindful of her top-flight journalism education, Caleb also asked Jessica to hit the streets each week. “I think combining web development with old-fashioned beat reporting will make you a first-class journalist!” he enthused.

      She couldn’t help smiling at his cosmopolitan ambitions for her at the sleepy little paper.

      She worked out a schedule where she hit the streets on Tuesdays and Thursdays and did web work the other three days. She spent most of her outside time covering local rummage sales, high school athletics, and the odd traffic accident.

      

      Today Jessica attended the city council meeting discussing the trash problem along the Appomattox River. In the afternoon, she submitted her story to the Star Ledger. After work, she headed to a local fitness place for her daily workout. To wind down afterward, she dined at a health bistro downtown where the servers knew her by name.

      “I’ll take my usual,”  she said to the waiter. “A garden salad and a grape-flavored kombucha.” Finding it comfortable eating alone, she sat at a dimly lit booth in the back corner. There, she opened a book-reading app on her phone and proceeded to lose herself in a novel.

      After an hour of reading and picking at her salad, she called for the check and walked out to the parking lot. She drove a car her dad had bought for her during her sophomore year at William & Mary.

      Heading north on I-295, she passed the Double Time Hotel where Stephen Hood took in his Cold War movie. A few miles further north, she exited east toward her parent’s upscale subdivision, southeast of Richmond.

      “How did work go?” Her dad asked as she walked in.

      “Oh, fine. Nothing like taking in the intricate details of trash disposal along the Appomattox River,” she shared with a grin.

      “At least you’ve got your web design work to keep your mind active,” her mom said as she sat in the front living room, thumbing through a home decor magazine.

      “Yeah, I do like that. I love the Javascript framework I use. Such a great tool for building websites.”

      “There goes our smart daughter again,” her dad commented with a chuckle. “You’ve lost me already!”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            What a gem!

          

          Stirrings in the lower heavens

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Allen Grady arrived home that afternoon, he informed Emily, “I might have a job lead.”

      “Really? Where?”

      “Concord Bancor.”

      “Our bank? Really?”

      “They told me one of the tellers will leave soon.”

      “Do you think you’d like that job?”

      “I might. I read online that a teller in this part of Virginia makes about $35–40 thousand a year. I’ll fill out the online application tonight,” Allen said.

      “We could live on that,” Emily observed with a thin smile.

      Emily never ceased to amaze Allen. What a gem! By any standard, a true knockout—even after bearing five children. She carried herself with quiet humility. Frugal and hard-working, yet also fun-loving and adventurous—and very intelligent—he still found himself marveling at her.

      For so many of his single years, Allen had worried he would only find a “quality” wife by landing a high-paying job—or at least having the potential for such a job. Yet when he met Emily at seminary, he could offer her only school debts and dreams of low-paying mission work ahead. But she found his earnestness for God and his dry humor attractive. For some strange reason, she reciprocated his interest in her.

      

      As all seven of them sat together for dinner that evening, eight-year-old Isaac blurted out, “Hey Dad, did you find a job yet?”

      “I want all you kids to pray for me. I have a lead.”

      “What do you mean, ‘a lead?’” Isaac asked.

      “I may have found a place to work.”

      “But kids,” Emily interjected. “If he gets this job, we still won’t have much money.”

      Their oldest son, Ben, age fifteen, said, “I sure would like to get a smartphone. Everybody at school has one.”

      “You do know how they fry out your brain, don’t you?” Allen commented with a chuckle.

      “But Dad, you do know how I need to merge with the hive mind, don’t you?” Ben countered with a smirk.

      “With all the time you spend on our laptop, haven’t you assimilated already?”

      “With our lousy bandwidth?”

      “Good point!” Allen laughed.

      

      Later that evening after he and Emily put the younger kids down to bed, Allen made a cup of herbal tea and sat down at his desk. He opened his laptop and began researching Concord Bancor. Delving into its history felt like a journey through a maze. So-and-so bank merging with so-and-so financial institution, acquiring so-and-so investment house, merging with yet another bank, and on and on. Some of the original banks had histories going back over a hundred years. But the ever-growing, snow-balling monstrosity of Concord had long since gobbled up—and erased—their brand names. “Talk about assimilation into a ‘hive mind,’” Allen murmured.

      He searched also into the history of the other mega-sized banks. They each seemed to start with a large core company which then proceeded over the century to buy up smaller banks. So, in America today, he concluded, only four or five gigantic banks dominate the industry. He noted ruefully that Concord Bancor seemed the largest of them all. If the trend continued, the few independent smaller banks would soon succumb to absorption by these monsters.

      “And I want to join that!” He exclaimed under his breath. “Yet I do need the money.” He shut his laptop and bowed his head, praying, “God, you know what I have here job-wise. I haven’t found much of anything. Do you want me to pursue this job at Concord Bancor?”

      Afterward, he found Emily on the sofa, helping Lilly with her homework. He sat beside her. “Emily, a big part of me doesn’t like the idea of working for Concord Bancor, but if God gives me the green light, I’ll do it.”

      “He might want you there to shine His light.” She smiled as she reached for him.

      Allen clasped her hand, saying, “I love you.”

      

      Outside the Grady’s home, next to a dogwood tree by the driveway, two tall figures stood in the darkness. Broad-shouldered and powerfully built, they held the bearing of sentinels. A cold autumn gust swirled dead leaves around them.

      “Allen’s pleas have not gone unanswered,” one spoke.

      “Yes, Galahart. His humble calls prove irresistible,” spoke the other, called Carioch.

      After a twenty-minute pause, Carioch stated, “The stirrings in the lower heavens have increased.”

      “You’ve felt it, have you?” Galahart asked.

      “Yes, and others in our company feel them as well. Something will happen soon in this region. We sense a great gathering of Enemy forces concentrating to the north.”

      “So will it finally arrive?” Galahart asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The time of the End.”

      “Our Maker has not enabled us to predict such timings. But of late, similar questions churn within me.”

      After another hour, Carioch spoke again. “Whatever the current tremors, I know my duty.”

      “To protect the Gradys?”

      “Yes, to protect the Gradys” Carioch affirmed.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            The Meeting

          

          Concentration of power

        

      

    

    
      Sandy Delano had spent more than a year preparing for the “meeting.” With her appointment as chief executive officer of the Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond, Virginia, its set-up had dominated her thoughts. And its scope amazed her.

      

      Raised in western Connecticut, Sandy had attended Taft boarding school. In college, at Harvard, she majored in economics. In grad school, she earned a degree in law at Georgetown and a Ph.D. in economics back at Harvard.

      Sandy then spent the next twenty-four years in the private sector with Drake, Carney & Hamilton, an economics consulting firm in northern Virginia. The Fortune 500 clients who used the firm’s services had paid Sandy well; they appreciated her grasp of government economic policy.

      Sandy would admit to close friends that she considered herself a member of that vaguely defined group known as “the Establishment.” One could even sharpen that term to “the New York-Washington Establishment.” While not a popular label to the public, she still swelled with pride whenever she pondered her pedigree.

      When the CEO position at the Richmond Fed opened, Sandy’s name had surfaced in a lot of conversations. The Federal Reserve reached out to her and she accepted the job. While she felt the salary cut, she knew her position would give her a say in the country’s economic future.

      

      Sandy’s desk phone rang. She picked up.

      “Do you have everything arranged?” the caller asked. “The participants will arrive at the hotel this weekend. I want to start promptly at 9 a.m. Monday morning.”

      “I’ve got everything ready, Mr. Freeman,” Sandy confirmed.

      

      Mandell Freeman, the Chairman of the Federal Reserve Board, had built a reputation for punctuality. Having served in the U.S. Navy submarine force as a junior officer, he retained the maxim, “Five minutes early means ten minutes late.”

      More than a year ago, Mandell Freeman had summoned Sandy to Washington to start planning for the Richmond meeting. The participants would talk about Government policy, foreign policy, economic policy, and even national defense.

      Mr. Freeman drilled into Sandy the gravity of keeping the meeting secret. He preferred Richmond because of its distance from the limelight and yet its proximity to Washington.

      Sandy had spent months ensuring that every aspect of the meeting would proceed with military precision. Her preparations involved an array of duties requiring masterful organizational skills. She had reserved the top five floors of a luxury hotel by the James River. The attendees would stay in suites and meet in a conference room with a view of the city. Mr. Freeman provided her with funds that would ensure maximum comfort, security, and, above all, privacy.

      She hired luxury cars with darkened windows, hoping they would measure up to the bankers’ expectations and hide their identities from onlookers. Some of these titans tended to work behind closed doors. But others popped up on TV from time to time. These she would try to conceal from any passerby who might recognize their faces.

      To solidify the meeting’s cover, Sandy hired a team of “security specialists.” She drew them from the same organization that had trained Stephen Hood in Afghanistan. These people would keep the meeting private. No sign-wielding, conspiracy-theorist “Bilderberg-protester-types” would find out about this conference.

      Sandy recalled her experience at a recent “Bilderberg” meeting, where she had hobnobbed among the world’s elites. Crowds of protestors had gathered around the venue, armed with high-powered camera lenses, hand-written posters, and ever-widening conspiracy theories. Whereas the earliest “Bilderberg” meetings had taken place secretly—first in 1954 at the Hotel de Bilderberg in Holland and then in alternating locations throughout the world—every Bilderberg meeting since the early 1990s could no longer remain secret. Word had leaked out.

      The upcoming meeting in Richmond would differ from the Bilderberg meetings of the last few decades. It would stay concealed from all onlookers.

      

      Sandy settled into tranquility while gazing out her office window at the James River many stories below.

      As a student of history, she knew the Civil War had neared its end close to this river. Grant’s Army of the Potomac had pressed Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia through Richmond, south toward Petersburg, and then to surrender at Appomattox.

      If Sandy had understood the forces that had instigated the Civil War, she would have noted striking similarities to next week’s meeting agenda. She would have detected a pattern—a template—that human history follows with surprising regularity: war brings riches and power to a few while it enslaves the multitudes… multitudes blinded to the new shackles they don after the conflict’s end.

      Abraham Lincoln, in his private letters, wrote of how authorities in Europe had despised America. Loathing its decentralized form of government which gave the common man a say in his destiny, the European elite wanted it torn apart. Thus, their support for the South’s rebellion.

      Emancipation of slaves had not required war. Slavery in the South would have melted away without it. The North’s cornucopia of new inventions had already transformed the world. Labor-saving devices had enriched men far more than the ownership of slaves. Also, the evangelical movement of the North—with its emphasis on equality before God—had made great inroads into the South. The “Peculiar Institution” of slavery had dragged down the southern economy. Many there knew this and wanted change.

      Britain, under evangelical influence, had proven in 1833 that slavery could end without firing a shot.

      But not in America! Slavery would end only after the Civil War which killed 620,000 people. Millions more black Americans would die from starvation after emancipation. Tens of thousands would also die during the long “underground war” against African Americans by embittered southern whites.

      Before the Civil War, people had viewed America as a loose confederation of sovereign states. But afterwards, Washington ever-tightened its centralizing grip. Like a ratchet increasing pressure with each “click,” the New York-Washington Establishment used each successive war to concentrate its power.

      

      Concentration of power suited Sandy. At a recent conference in Europe, participants shared with her their assumption that “America” would soon disappear—subsumed into the rising global order. Sandy wanted to ascend with that order.

      The successful outcome of the meeting promised to rocket Sandy’s status to new heights. Mr. Freeman had even hinted that she might succeed him as Chairman of the Federal Reserve.

      Nervous excitement filled her as she chimed to her assistant, “See you in a week and a half.”

      She could feel it all coming together.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Edgar Bundy Russell

          

          The Event

        

      

    

    
      Edgar Bundy Russell came from a family that traced its line to the 1700s in America—and a further six hundred years in England. Extended family remained in England to this day. His forefathers had supported Bonnie Prince Charlie’s losing side during England’s civil war in the 1700s. Yet their wealth had fortified them against any reprisals by the House of Hanover. Edgar’s progenitors had excelled in business, commerce, and finance.

      Raised on a vast estate in western Massachusetts, Edgar shocked his family at age 16 when he applied for a slot at West Point.

      “He must have gone mad,” relatives murmured. Harvard, Yale, Princeton, or even Stanford. But the army? How could he think of it? No member of his clan had served in the military for as long as they could remember. The family had built its fortune loaning to warring parties. But serving with boots on the ground? Never.

      Try as they might to convince him, he would not deviate from his set course. So, when “friend-of-the-family” Senator Bartley nominated Edgar, West Point accepted him.

      While small of stature, Edgar possessed a wiry strength that enabled him to excel on the mock battlefields of upstate New York. Like any cadet plebe, he endured his share of humiliation. But soon he began to stand out as a natural leader. By his senior year, he had achieved the rank of Brigade Commander and First Captain, the top-ranking West Point cadet.

      Vietnam had pretty much ended by the time he graduated in 1974, with Army morale at an all-time low. Cynicism pervaded the ranks like gangrene as plumes of marijuana smoke wafted from tents and barracks.

      Very much aware of his family’s political pull, Edgar asked for a billet with Army Intelligence—which he received.

      They transferred him to Fort Huachuca in Arizona where he got training as an Army spook. He enjoyed the desert locale and found he had a knack for intel. But he saw this season as only a stepping stone to the heart of U.S. Intelligence—Washington, D.C.

      “Major Reese,” Edgar blurted out one hot Arizona afternoon. “I appreciate your training here, but I’d like to pursue instruction at the Defense Intelligence Agency in Washington.”

      Major Reese knew from his superiors that Edgar Bundy Russell merited favorable treatment. “Lieutenant, I’ll see what I can do,” he responded.

      Within weeks, in May of 1975, Lieutenant Russell found himself flying eastward, assigned to a DIA billet.

      His new assignment fit the pattern of a well-known Washington “secret.” The DIA, CIA, and NSA draw heavily from America’s elite. His three years in D.C. gave him a fat rolodex of influencers. He would call upon many of these friends in the years ahead.

      Finishing his stint in the Army, Edgar entered the London School of Economics for his Masters and then Georgetown for a Ph.D. in Finance. Soon afterward, he joined the family bank, Union Bancor, and rose through its ranks. By 1995, he achieved the pinnacle of CEO, taking the reins with confidence and a lust for expansion. After gobbling up three regional banks, in 2010 he went for the big fish: Concord Limited. The Great Recession had mortally wounded the old behemoth. So after a hard-fought battle with regulators and shareholders, he bought it out for pennies on the dollar—creating the leviathan of today, Concord Bancor.

      Presidents and Chairmen of the Federal Reserve paid obeisance to him. And why not? With Concord Bancor now the largest shareholder of the Fed, Edgar quite literally owned them.

      

      In 2019, Edgar Bundy Russell attended the Bilderberg meeting at the Hotel Montreux Palace in Switzerland. During a private gathering, ten top international bankers took in a view of Lake Geneva and the Swiss mountain tops outside their conference room’s window. The topic of “accelerating world consolidation” dominated their discussion.

      Standing behind a mahogany lectern, Edgar stated. “Our policy of small-scale war financing has yielded significant financial and political results. The UN, the WEF, the EU, and all other major global consortia walk in lock-step with our intentions. Even the United States has come into line with our long-term goals. Case in point, when Muammar Gaddafi of Libya floated the gold dinar as a new form of money for Africa, we took him down with little effort. Our control over the media prevented Americans or Europeans from understanding that Libya had actually loved Gaddafi—that they prospered under him.”

      The staid group emitted a few chuckles.

      “Gaddafi could have posed a danger to our worldwide monetary control—but we eliminated him.

      “Nevertheless, our efforts toward environmental fear-generation have stalled. Despite the financing and media attention we’ve allocated, the people of the world remain unconvinced. ‘Climate deniers’ continue to plague us and we’ve had no success in moving national governments to finance our climate agenda. Carbon credits, carbon taxes, and cap-and-trade have all failed.

      “Our gradualist approach has proven far too slow. In the recent United States presidential election, anti-globalist nationalism reared its ugly head. And even in Europe, tremors of flag-waving chauvinism have cropped up. Gentlemen, I fear our control over the international narrative has faltered. We must act.”

      “What do you suggest, Edgar?” Jean Lampart, CEO of Switzerland’s largest banking house, asked.

      “Do you wish to replace our fomenting of small wars and climate change fear with something more dramatic?” asked Kichiro Hasegawa, chairman of Japan’s largest private bank.

      The now nervous Swiss banker interjected again, “The violence of a major conflagration could reach even us. Military technology has attained a destructive power that not even we can contain. I don’t like this, Edgar.”

      “I do not share your fears,” retorted Godfried Erckens, CEO of the Netherlands’ largest bank, to Lampart. “During the Cold War, we brought the world to the brink of a nuclear exchange on several occasions. In the smaller wars, we accumulated profits by financing them and by selling arms.”

      Lampart, with now raised voice, countered, “Godfried, you and I both know Edgar doesn’t propose war against a minor power like Vietnam. He plans to take on China—a superpower! Unprecedented!”

      “Gentlemen, gentlemen,” Edgar interrupted, raising his hand to calm the assembly. “Please note that this ‘plan’—this ‘Event’—did not arise from my mind. It came to each of us by way of the Ascended Masters.

      “But China!” Lampart continued unabated. “We’ve fed this Dragon for too long! Such a war could destroy the earth!”

      Silence pervaded the room as each of the ten men sought counsel within himself—pondering, thinking, scheming. No cell phones could redirect their gazes. They had left them outside the room.

      Paul Hölzer, the oldest member of their group and head of an ancient Luxembourg banking house, broke the silence, “Gentlemen, our predecessors, in their pursuit of the New World Order, often faced risks that would terrify ordinary men. When our Network’s founder Cecil Rhodes laid out our mandate more than a century ago, he did so under great duress and peril. He took bold risks!”

      Hölzer’s voice altered to a reverential tone. “After we leave, let us commune with our Masters, prostrating ourselves before them. They will guide us toward the right course. I move we adjourn.”

      The other nine bankers nodded in agreement. Yes, of course… as always, their Ascended Masters would lead them on the right pathway.

      Grenwald, the invisible High Prince of Western Europe, nodded his head in affirmation. He, along with his visiting comrades from America and Asia hovered around the ten bankers. They would grant the ten men the “guidance” they sought now in 2019 and for the years to follow.
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            Asher to meet King Herod

          

          First Century Jerusalem
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      First came a dull roar. Then a scraping of stone against stone.

      Asher, crouching beside the Pool of Siloam near Jerusalem, turned his head at once in the direction of the noise.

      He heard men yelling… screaming.

      The roar became thunder, joined by the loud cracking of large wooden beams.

      About a hundred cubits away from where he squatted, he saw it: a partially constructed tower of about thirty cubits in height. It heaved to the right, shaking and reverberating. Blocks of stone began to break off from the main structure and fall spinning to the ground. Clouds of powder puffed out from between the bricks as dozens of men scattered in terror from the creaking edifice.

      To his horror, Asher saw one man jump from a crumbling opening near the top of the tower.

      The man fell to the ground, slamming with a sickening smack—a lifeless heap of blood and bones.

      Other men jumped or fell, their bodies spinning in horrible contortions. The building lurched further to the right, and then toppled over—a gigantic cacophony of broken timber, crumbling stone, cries of terror, and mangled bodies. Huge clouds of tan and reddish dust flew outward in all directions.

      

      Every week for the past month since his induction into the Lower Sanhedrim, Asher had walked to the Pool of Siloam with two of his servants. A passage in the Jewish legend, the Book of Tobit, had inspired Asher to make the weekly excursions. “It is better to give alms than to lay up gold: For alms doth deliver from death, and shall purge away all sin. Those that exercise alms and righteousness shall be filled with life.”

      The words had grabbed hold of his heart. “If I give alms to the poor, will I purge away all my sin?” He entreated his father.

      “My son, use great care with tales like Tobit,” Levi had cautioned in a gentle tone. “Search the Holy Scriptures instead. There you will find the answers you seek.”

      But rather than following his father’s advice, Asher reasoned, “If this passage proves true… if I give alms to the poor… then God will see me as a good man. And as long as I build my family’s fortune, I can give alms until the day of my death—guaranteeing eternal life!”

      He had come to Siloam that morning to hand food to the indigents who assembled at the pool in great numbers, ready to plunge into the water whenever an angel, they believed, stirred the pool. They hoped the fomented water would grant them healing.

      

      As the dust still hung in the air from the toppled tower, Asher and his two servants rushed to the massive pile of debris. They, along with hundreds of others, pulled away blocks, wood, and dirt in a frantic search for survivors. By late afternoon, they determined that eighteen people had died in the collapse with dozens of others injured.

      Word of the tragedy spread all around Jerusalem and beyond. People asked questions like, “Did those eighteen people die for their sins?”

      Asher had many questions himself. These thoughts still lingered the next day as he sat among the Lesser Sanhedrin at the Damascus Gate.

      They had met to discuss the news filling Jerusalem of a teacher from Galilee, north of Judah. Jesus of Nazareth attracted crowds of thousands that rumbled around him wherever he walked. Many claimed he performed miracles.

      King Herod had agreed to discuss this matter with the Lesser Sanhedrin on the coming Wednesday.

      In preparation for the meeting with Herod, the men shared scraps of information they had gleaned from the mesmerized crowds.

      “He offers eternal life,” one said.

      “He heals the sick and even raises the dead,” said another.

      Over the past few decades, several “prophets” had arisen, swaying crowds to follow. Often they played upon the people’s anger against Rome and pushed for rebellion. Inevitably, these movements floundered leaving hundreds dead—crushed by the Roman legions.

      The Elders would do anything to prevent this horror from happening again.

      Asher asked, “Could we send an emissary to talk with Jesus?”

      “He would have difficulty getting through the crowds to reach Jesus,” stated Benjamin, a close friend of Asher’s father Levi.

      “What would you think of trying to talk with him yourself, young Asher?” Jacob, the oldest and longest-serving member of the Elders, asked him.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Levi interrupted, taken aback. He did not like the idea of sending his son into a crowd that might transform into a rebellion. For now, the man Jesus seemed peaceful enough, but the crowds—so large! Jesus’ followers hung on his every word and at any point he might incite them to rise against Rome. No, I could never have my son enter that boiling pot! Levi thought.

      But Asher responded, “That sounds like a fine idea! I would love to meet this Jesus, myself!”

      Levi cringed. He spoke, saying, “When we meet with King Herod, I pray he will grant us counsel on how to respond to this ‘prophet.’ For now, let us adjourn.”
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            Jessica Riley Coding

          

          The Star Ledger’s owners

        

      

    

    
      As Jessica Riley sat with her 16-inch laptop at her desk in the Petersburg Star Ledger’s office early Monday morning, she felt a wave of thrill wash over her. Her teachers in high school had told her that her “right brain” dominated. Science and math never moved her like art or literature. She chuckled at the irony of her now working as a “techie,” coding the paper’s new website.

      Caleb Daugherty, her boss and editor, thought the world of her and couldn’t wait to launch Jessica’s ‘version 2.0’ of the Star Ledger’s homepage. Viewing her progress that morning, he observed, “I like how you incorporate news articles into this test-website even before you launch it. You make it look realistic.”

      “I hope in a month or two, we can put it on the web, Jessica said. “But I do want to show this to a User Experience expert first. That might cost a couple of thousand dollars. Can we spare it?”

      “A User Experience expert?” Caleb inquired, jolted by the large dollar figure.

      “A ‘UX-er’ figures out how someone would experience our new website in real life and suggests changes.”

      “Can’t you do that, yourself?” Caleb asked.

      “No. I’ve put my mind so much into coding that I’ve blinded myself to how a normal user would experience it.”

      “Okay. I’ll see if I can find the money,” Caleb responded. “With our losing so many readers these past few years, our budget has dwindled way down.”

      “But I do hope the updated site will attract new subscribers,” Jessica said as she stared at the Javascript language on her screen. “I’ll run some cost numbers to show you how many new people we’d need to cover the UX service.“

      “Sounds good,” Caleb said. “I have to report costs like these to headquarters in Atlanta.”

      

      A large Atlanta-based media conglomerate had bought out the Star Ledger three years ago. A private equity investment house in New York owned the conglomerate, and a consortium of banking interests owned the majority of the investment house.

      During the sale of the Star Ledger, most of the staff, including Caleb, felt sad over the loss of local ownership. Hopp Lohr, whose Petersburg family had owned the paper for over eighty years, had explained to the staff, “For the Star to survive, it’ll need outside funding. But, I do feel sad to say goodbye to her.”

      It seemed to Caleb that huge far-away investment firms had gobbled up nearly everything in town. Most locally owned businesses of any size had passed into a bygone era.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            “Infernal bankers!”

          

          Positive outcomes

        

      

    

    
      Allen Grady drove toward the Petersburg branch of Concord Bancor. They had asked him to come in to discuss his online application for the bank teller job.

      As he motored through the town, he recalled what he read yesterday in his book about non-debt money. The author insisted that rather than issuing treasury bills to borrow money, the U.S. government should instead issue non-debt Greenbacks—and thus eliminate the Federal debt.

      Allen heard the other day on TV that the debt had passed the $39 trillion mark. He understood the dirty little secret that the Fed and other banks lend every dollar into existence out of thin air. To make payments on this ever-expanding debt monster, the government must borrow more money from the bankers. An impossible debt trap!

      “We’ve got to break the chains of these infernal bankers!” Allen shouted to his windshield as he turned into the strip mall’s parking lot.

      He parked his car and sat there for a moment trying to formulate a clear argument on how to reform the U.S. Monetary system.

      I know people say Greenbacks would cause hyperinflation, but that didn’t happen when Lincoln issued them, he thought. Sure, prices increased because of war-time shortages, but not because of inflation.

      

      Allen had read that for decades after the Civil War, Americans loved the Greenbacks because they held their value so well. But the big bankers back then had sought to stifle the Greenbacks by arguing that only paper “backed by gold” contained real value. “Sound money,” they called it. The late nineteenth century bankers had ‘backed’ their paper money with gold in their vaults worth only about 10% of that paper’s value—fractional reserve banking. Terrible bank runs ensued with people losing all their savings. Depositors would come, expecting to get back 100% of their gold whenever they turned in their paper at the banks. But when hordes of depositors came rushing through the banks’ doors, the gold had long since disappeared. So much for the ‘soundness’ of gold-backed currency!

      During that time, private bankers reduced many farmers and factory workers—symbolized by the Scarecrow and the Tin Man in the Wizard of Oz—to servitude.  Small bankers perished along with them as the big bankers swept in, buying up the devalued holdings for pennies on the dollar.

      

      Allen knew he had more monetary thoughts to sift through, but now he had to head to Concord Bancor to look for a job.

      As he walked through the glass door, he noticed the teller Susan Leeman he had met last time.

      After waiting in line for a few minutes, he approached her and said, “Hi Susan, I don’t know if you remember me, but…”

      “I do remember you. Mr. Grady, right?”

      “Yes. You have a great memory.”

      “My supervisor wants to talk to you about the application you filled out online. Would you like to speak with him now?”

      “Sure!”

      “I’ll come around the counter and introduce you to him.”

      Susan walked Allen to a glassed-in office in the back, trimmed in cheap wood-framing. She introduced him to Mr. Corey Wilson, an African-American church-goer who had grown up in Petersburg.

      Corey stood up with a wide smile and outstretched hand. “Nice to meet you, Allen.”

      “Nice to meet you too, Mr. Wilson.”

      “Let’s sit down. Would you like some coffee?”

      “I appreciate it, but I already had some at home.”

      “I tell you, Allen,” Corey stated, dispensing with preliminaries, “I looked at your application and references. You have quite the background. Served on the mission field in Thailand, eh?”

      Allen winced at the reminder of his snuffed-out calling. He hadn’t mentioned the reason for his departure from Thailand in his application. He decided that if Corey did ask him why he had left Thailand, he would tell the truth.  “Yes, my family moved back from Thailand.”

      Corey never asked him why. “Do you think a teller’s starting salary would cover your bills?” Corey asked.

      “We can handle it,” Allen responded.

      “You’ve got the job!” Corey beamed.

      As Allen and Corey continued in conversation, the same two invisible figures who stood outside Allen’s home the other night listened in.

      “I see Emily and Allen’s prayers for a job have borne fruit,” Galahart observed.

      “Yes,” Carioch responded. “The Almighty has provided for their needs. Yet I also sense He will ask much of Allen in the coming days. A test of fire approaches.”

      “A test? Must we gird ourselves for battle in Allen’s defense soon?”

      “I see that day moving upon us with great speed,” Carioch replied.

      

      The secret meeting in Richmond, so carefully planned by Sandy Delano, had begun. Participants included the ten mega-bankers who had attended the 2019 Bilderberg Group Meeting in Switzerland. A handful of government and Federal Reserve officials also joined the attendees.

      “Gentlemen,” Edgar Bundy Russell stated, “our influence on international relations has yielded positive outcomes. Nationalism in mainland China—particularly with its hostility toward Taiwan—has moved America to respond. And with our financing and instigation of the conflict in Ukraine, Russia has increased its enmity against the West. The U. S. military's disastrous pullout from Afghanistan, its forced vaccinations of its troops, and the moral confusion in the ranks has made America appear vulnerable to the Chinese. I could go on about China buying up Hollywood, its advances in cyber warfare and hypersonic weaponry, as well as its vast theft of U.S. military technology. But you get my point. China feels confident it can challenge America.”

      Jean Lampart of Switzerland interjected, “But Edgar, in the years since our gathering in Switzerland, some among us still harbor misgivings.”

      “We must hold fast, gentlemen, as our forebears,” Edgar admonished, bypassing Lampart’s comment. “World War Two destroyed half the earth, yet our Network remained unscathed. The same went for World War I, Korea, Vietnam, and all other wars of the previous century. Our Ascended Masters shielded our forebears and they will shield us.”

      

      Liwanu, the High Prince of North America, nodded in agreement. He glanced at Grenwald, his counterpart from Western Europe, who he had invited to this meeting. He had also invited Taariq, the Morning Star of East Asia, who brought his courtiers. They knew that on Friday their Highest Master, the “Angel of Light” himself, intended to join them.
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            Kyle Hathcock calls

          

          The Richmond Fed

        

      

    

    
      Late Monday afternoon, after hours of website programming, Jessica prepared to leave her desk and head home.

      Her landline phone purred and she picked up the receiver.

      “Jessica, a man says he wants to speak with one of our reporters,” related Sara Blanchley, the paper’s receptionist at the front desk.

      “Okay, I’ll take the call.”

      After a beep on the line, she answered, “Jessica Riley, may I help you?”

      Following an awkward pause, she heard. “Oh hi, yeah, you can call me Kyle… Kyle Hathcock.” The man sounded nervous.

      “Yes? How may I help you?”

      “I wanna ask you… I tried to talk to the Richmond paper, but they wouldn’t listen to me.” Again, a pause.

      “So… what would you like to talk with us about?” Jessica offered.

      “I heard somethin’, and I don’t know who to talk to. But I wanna tell somebody about this or I’ll explode inside.“

      He sounded addled.

      “What did you hear, Mr. Hathcock?”

      Away from his phone, Jessica heard him mutter, “Get it together, man!”

      “Mr. Hathcock?”

      “Okay, I’ll tell you.” He paused again. “I… I heard somethin’… somethin’ people oughta know. I work in construction… in office buildings doin’ drop ceiling and ductwork. Up in Richmond three weeks ago, I worked on an office ceiling in the Fed building, and in the next office over I….”

      “Yes, I hear you,” Jessica responded, trying to move the conversation along as she jotted notes.

      ”I opened some drop ceiling in the office to fix the A/C ducting over it and I took a piece of the ducting off.” He breathed heavily for a moment and continued. “You know I hear stuff through the ductwork sometimes.”

      “Okay. Go on.”

      “I heard this lady talkin’ in the next room over. When I hear people, I usually don’t make nothin’ of it. But this time, I wanted to keep listenin’. She used a lotta big words and she kept goin’ on ’n on about this big banker meetin’ comin’ up in three weeks. She said she would… let’s see… ‘keep the matter completely secret,’ …yeah, she said that. She said they’d have the meetin’ at the fancy hotel along the River nearby the Fed buildin’.”

      “That sounds interesting…” Jessica responded, not knowing what to make of this.

      Kyle continued, “When I heard the word ‘secret,’ my instincts kicked into high gear. I hear things about that place, you know?”

      “What place?”

      “The Fed buildin’… in Richmond. That big ugly white buildin’ by the river.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      “I heard this ‘bout three weeks ago,” Kyle continued. “Ever since, I watched that hotel like a hawk. Sure enough, this past Friday, I saw white trucks pullin’ up lookin’ like they came from some kinda’ security company. Then this morning, ma’am, I saw ‘bout a dozen fancy cars start pullin’ into the underground parking lot.”

      “It sounds like the meeting’s begun.”

      “You got it!” Kyle exclaimed.

      “Okay, let me summarize what you’ve told me,” Jessica said. “You heard through ducting three weeks ago of an upcoming secret meeting at a hotel by the James River in Richmond. The meeting seems to have started this week. Did I get it right?”

      Kyle added, almost in a whisper. “This morning I walked around the hotel, too. I saw big men surroundin’ the place. They had on shorts and polo shirts. They didn’t have no sunglasses on, but they sure looked like undercover security. One of ‘em looked straight at me. He even pulled out his cell phone.” Kyle inhaled and exhaled. “After that, I got scared. I got outta there.”

      “I don’t know what to say, Mr. Hathcock. I need to talk with my editor about this. Before you go, I want to ask you what you meant by, ‘hearing things about that place’—I mean the Richmond Fed building.”

      Kyle groaned. “My construction buddies told me somethin’ b’fore I started workin’ there. They said that they felt evil livin’ in that building.”

      “What in the world!”

      “I know it sounds crazy, ma’am, but they said that to me. They told me if I spent much time in there, I’d feel it inside.” He paused for a moment. Whispering, he added, “An’ I did feel that, ma’am… I did. After workin’ there a few weeks, I felt my insides rippin’ out, if you know what I mean.”

      “That does sound pretty bizarre,” Jessica offered, her doubts about the caller now returning in full force. “I’ll tell you what, why don’t I call you back after I talk with my boss?”

      “No, I don’t wanna give my number away. I called you from a burner phone I bought today. I’ll throw it away after I hang up.”

      “You sure cover your bases, don’t you, Mr. Hathcock.”

      “I don’t know what kind of people…” he trailed off trembling. “I’ll call you back later, ma’am. I want you and yer paper to hear me out.”

      ”I’ll talk with my boss and wait for your call,” Jessica responded, not knowing whether to jettison this guy or to dive headfirst into his story. They both hung up.

      

      Caleb Daugherty sat in his swivel chair, staring at a document on his screen and munching on an Amish whoopie pie.

      Jessica rapped on his glassed-in editor’s office door.

      “Come on in,” he said, dropping crumbs onto the office chair roller mat.

      “I got a call,” Jessica said.

      “What about?”

      “This guy told me about a ‘secret meeting’ starting this week at a hotel in Richmond,” she said to Caleb. “He overheard someone at the Richmond Fed building talking about it.”

      “Why would he call us here in Petersburg?”

      “The paper in Richmond rejected him. He sounded like he wanted to get this off his chest to any paper willing to listen to him.”

      “So do we want to listen to him?” Caleb asked, as he tapped on his keyboard—his attention still affixed to his screen.

      “I don’t know,” Jessica answered. “In some ways, he sounds like a nut-case, but I do have to admit, the idea of a ‘secret meeting’ piqued my interest.”

      “A secret meeting involving the Richmond Fed…” Caleb pondered. “I’ve driven by that place many times. Above all other emotions, the singular response of catatonic boredom wells up deep within whenever I hear of that institution.” Ever the wordsmith, Caleb loved to weave together fancy sentences. But only from his mouth, not in the newspaper, where he kept his English simple.

      “I never knew we even had a Fed building in Richmond,” Jessica said. “Whenever I hear about ‘the Fed’ on the news, they always talk about a place in D.C…. I would like to learn more about it.”

      “Well then, I may have to give you a mini-tutorial,” Caleb chuckled. “But it could put you to sleep.”

      “Let me have it,” Jessica smiled. “I don’t mind staying late.”

      He swiveled around and offered her a chair.

      

      After tossing his go-phone into a dumpster, Kyle Hathcock walked toward his 2009 sedan.

      Single and living in his mother’s basement, Kyle had bumped around doing odd construction jobs since he had dropped out of high school twelve years ago. He got this recent job at the Richmond Fed building through a local contracting company.

      He had called Jessica from behind a gas station off I-64, west of Richmond. Now with the phone disposed of, he got into his car, grabbed the steering wheel with sweating and shaking palms, and started home to his mother’s house. His nerves made him jump at every sound.

      No one had observed Kyle while he spoke on the phone behind the station. But when he walked to the front, Stephen Hood watched him from a car parked nearby. When Kyle pulled out of the station, Hood followed him.

      The polo-shirted guards at the Richmond Fed had called Hood about Kyle after they had confirmed multiple sightings of him around the building. His apparent knowledge of the secret meeting presented a problem they knew Hood could remedy.

      Kyle Hathcock drove due west of Richmond for fifteen miles and then turned southeast toward his mother’s house. He knew nothing of the vehicle driven by Stephen Hood trailing him along the four lanes of Route 288.

      

      In his glassed-in office, Caleb explained to Jessica what he knew of the Federal Reserve system. “The Fed,” he began, “has their main building in Washington D.C. It also has regional banks around the country, including one in Richmond, Dallas, Atlanta, and a big one in New York.”

      “So, you would call the Fed a bank?” Jessica asked.

      “I’ve heard people describe it that way.”

      “You know,” Jessica said. “The guy on the phone said he’d heard people describe the Fed building as ‘evil.’”

      “Evil!” Caleb exclaimed. “That guy does sound like a kook!”

      “Yeah, when I think about what he said, it does sound crazy.” Jessica looked up at the ceiling. “And yet, I can’t deny feeling intrigued.  How would you feel about me doing a little digging?”

      “I can’t see any harm,” Caleb said. “You know I trust your judgment. But I wouldn’t spend too much time on it if nothing comes up.”

      “I’ll get on it. I hope he calls back.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Nicole Hathcock

          

          Kyle Returns Home

        

      

    

    
      Kyle Hathcock’s mother, Nicole, loved to pray.

      Raised in a broken home, she ran away several times during her teens in the late 1990s and passed from boyfriend to boyfriend. Before reaching age twenty, she got pregnant three times. Two pregnancies ended in abortions and the third brought baby Kyle. Through the late 1990s and early 2000s, she swam in a sea of booze, drugs, strange friends, and stranger relationships.

      Her mother gave Kyle and her a place to stay. Nicole often did stints at the local rehab to dry out while her mother cared for him. Dropping out of high school had not helped her job prospects but she did manage to find some waitressing work. At age thirty-four, with her teenage son Kyle floating between her and her mother’s care, a friend hooked her up with a dental assistant training school. Part-time mothering had given her at least some measure of personal responsibility.

      Nicole passed her Dental Assistant exam on her third try. With the strong job market for Dental Assistants at the time, she landed a job north of Petersburg, Virginia, at a local dental clinic. Finally, some stability in her life.

      At the clinic, she became good friends with the receptionist, a woman named Carole. Carole told her about her church. She wouldn’t stop talking about it. For a while, this constant stream of “Churchianity” annoyed Nicole, but Carole’s genuine care for her shined through despite the verbal barrage.

      “Why don’t you come with me on Sunday?” Carole would ask cheerfully.

      Nicole would bob and weave to avoid responding, but after the fifth invitation, she gave in.

      The old-fashioned hymns at the Alive in Christ Community Church confused her with their archaic vocabulary. But by the time the singing, fiery preaching, and meetin’-n-greetin’ came to an end, Nicole felt a warmth she had never experienced before.

      She managed to visit two weeks later, and then again the next week. Before she knew it, within a few months she had surrendered her heart—lock, stock, and barrel—to Jesus Christ. He filled the void formerly inhabited by booze, narcotics, and derelict boyfriends.

      Nicole began to discover that she had a special “spiritual gift,” as the church folks called it, of “faith and prayer.” She would spend long stretches of time praying on her knees in her living room, bedroom, wherever—or even crying out to God in her car while she drove.

      Her son Kyle observed this change in her with a mixture of agitation and humor. Sometimes, he would yell at her, “Have you gone nuts?” Other times, he chuckled and muttered, “Whatever makes you happy.”

      For her part, Nicole prayed incessantly for her “still-very-pagan-and-often-messed-up” son. If he came home drunk or stoned, onto her knees she slammed. If he disappeared with his delinquent friends for several weeks, her pleas shot up like signal flares toward heaven.

      

      As Kyle motored southeast on Route 288, his mother cried out for the Lord’s protection over him. For the past few weeks, he had mentioned strange goings-on at his ducting job in Richmond. He hadn’t told her many details, but from what she could glean, Kyle sounded troubled. So she prayed—fervently, relentlessly—for her wayward son’s protection.

      Her Savior heard her cries and sent an angel named Surien. Surien floated downward toward Kyle’s sedan on the roadway.

      Two more winged companions joined Surien.

      Anakrin the demon—hiding in Hood’s back seat as he followed Kyle—had not engaged in combat with such foes for years. The circles in which he ran—UN hierarchy, deep state operatives, etc.—rarely brought him into contact with people of the light, like Kyle’s mom. But he still knew how to fight.

      

      Kyle approached Route 301 and turned right—still a four-lane road, but now filled with traffic lights.

      Stephen Hood knew he had to stay close behind Kyle—to not risk losing him at a fast-changing red light.

      Driving calmed Kyle’s nerves. He also enjoyed the anonymous feeling of no cell phone in his car. He had heard earfuls from his construction buddies about “government monitoring.” Ever since they had learned about NSA tracking of U.S. citizens, folks in Kyle’s income bracket speculated about it ad infinitum. They found grim consolation grumbling about how “the powers that be” had placed them at the bottom rung of society’s ladder—stifling them with taxes and inflation.

      With dusk approaching, Kyle turned on his headlights. He blinkered left and right a few more times until he arrived at his mother’s two-bedroom brick home on the right side of the street.

      The house had a forest to its right and other houses to its left. Thick oil spots pinpointed Kyle’s parking spot like scratches on a tree mark a bear’s territory.

      As Kyle parked, he neglected to observe Stephen Hood’s car cruising past him.

      The three angels alighted beside Kyle’s car—noting every sight and sound.

      Stephen Hood scrutinized his rearview mirror. Driving to a T-intersection, he U-turned back toward the Hathcock home—parking on the roadside a hundred yards away.

      Unseen by any, Anakrin had slipped out of the car at the U-turn.

      Hood waited in his bucket seat for the sun to disappear. He could see lights on behind the curtained windows of the Hathcock home.

      He had several options—all leading to an early grave for the home’s inhabitants. To Hood’s superiors, taking out a character like this snooper equated to slapping a mosquito.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            “Get inside the house!”

          

          The Hathcocks Run

        

      

    

    
      Surien commented to his two companions, “That car… parked down the road from here. I noticed the driver parking it, but he’s remained inside. What do you think?”

      “Let’s keep an eye on it,” one angel said.

      As the sun slipped below the horizon, Stephen opened his car door—his sound-suppressed pistol in hand—and stood up.

      That movement set off a multitude of responses. Surien commanded his two companions, “Get inside the house! We need to move Kyle and his mother away from this man, now!”

      He unsheathed his sword and stood in combat stance. A split second later, he heard the faint and then loud rustling of a winged figure. It impacted him broadside and sent him reeling to the other side of the road.

      Anakrin had attacked. Before Surien could get up, Anakrin crashed a red scimitar down on him, which Surien parried.

      As Anakrin prepared to strike again, one of Surien’s companions came rushing out of the house like a small cyclone and rammed into Anakrin’s side.

      That gave Surien enough time to position himself, facing his enemy with a pointed blade.

      Something inside Nicole urged her to gaze through her kitchen curtains. In the dim streetlight, she made out the figure of a man holding something in his right hand—a gun! She shouted to Kyle, who sat at the kitchen table, “We gotta get outta here, NOW!”

      Kyle nearly leaped out of his skin. “Whaddya mean, Momma?”

      “A man out there—with a gun! I see ‘im walkin’ toward us! Look out the window!”

      She brushed the dusty curtains aside and showed Kyle the man about fifty yards away walking toward their house. Kyle could see his face clearly under a streetlight.

      On the side driveway, opposite Stephen Hood’s approach, Nicole had parked her little SUV. She grabbed her purse and car keys.

      Kyle ran to his bedroom, knelt beside his bed, fished underneath, and pulled out a shoebox. Grabbing a loaded .38 caliber pistol, he stuck it in his belt as he ran outside to the SUV with Nicole.

      Hood planned to knock on the door, wait for someone to open it, and then rush in with his gun to take out the two subjects. Hearing the sound of an engine ignition on the other side of the house, he started sprinting.

      Surien had broken free from grappling with Anakrin long enough to fly headlong into Hood's right leg. This threw Hood off balance enough to cause his right foot to land awkwardly on the curbside.

      Despite his well-trained reflexes, it baffled Stephen Hood when his ankle cracked, and his body toppled onto the road. He scraped his pistol arm on the asphalt, cursing his clumsiness and grimacing in pain from his sprained ankle and bleeding right arm. He heard the screeching of tires as the SUV wheeled out of the driveway. It banged a fender over the curbside as it bumped onto the street.

      Stephen lifted his pistol and fired silently into the SUV. The bullet exploded the back window and whizzed by Nicole’s right ear, drawing blood. The projectile continued through her right window.

      Surien hammered Stephen’s pistol with the flat of his blade, sending it sailing to the middle of the road.

      Astounded at his lack muscle of control, Stephen assumed a pain spasm had forced his hand to release the gun. He body-rolled to the center of the road to recover it. As he reached out, he heard a loud report from the SUV. A .38 caliber bullet ricocheted off the road twenty feet in front of him. He ducked down.

      The SUV’s engine whined as it zoomed out of range.

      Stephen limped to his car and started the engine. His right ankle screamed in agony as he pushed down the accelerator. Trained to endure high levels of pain, he ignored the spasms as he high-tailed it out of there. He made a quick U-turn with his lights off, opposite the direction of the Hathcocks. He knew he couldn’t go that way because several people had come out of their houses in response to the sound from Kyle’s .38 pistol.

      In the SUV, Nicole winced in pain from the bullet’s grazing of her right ear. Kyle, in near shock, drove headlong out of their neighborhood with no destination in his mind. Nicole cried out to God in desperation, “Please! Send your angels to protect us and show us where to go!”

      Five winged figures, besides the three behind them battling Anakrin, flew downward toward the SUV. One of them swept in through the blown out back window and ensconced himself between Kyle and Nicole. He grabbed the steering wheel and directed it right and left, preventing the vehicle from plowing into obstructions. Kyle, in his bleary-eyed panic, followed the angelic guidance in a daze while the steering wheel glided beneath his fingers.

      They found their vehicle swerving into a nice neighborhood. Nicole recognized a residence—her pastor’s house!  She shouted to Kyle, “Stop there! On the left, with the big oak tree in front!”

      Kyle responded mechanically and swerved to a stop, illegally parking in the wrong direction in front of the house.

      Nicole leaped out of the car and rushed to the front door, ringing the doorbell. Kyle ran up beside her.

      Pastor Rick’s wife Anna opened the door. “What happened?” She cried as she observed the profusion of blood from Nicole’s right ear. “Come in! Lie down on the couch here. We need to get you to a doctor!”

      Rick came down as his wife ascended the stairs and took in the scene of Nicole’s bloodied ear and her dazed son kneeling beside her. “Nicole, what happened?”

      “Someone tried to kill us! We barely got away with our lives!” Nicole exclaimed.

      “Where?”

      “Our house. I felt an unction from the Lord to look out the window. I saw a man comin’ toward us with a gun in his hand! We escaped, but not before he shot through the back window. Kyle shot back!”

      Kyle stared at the sofa on which his mother lay.

      “Why would anyone want to do such a thing to you?” Rick entreated.

      With a blank expression on his face, Kyle interjected, “I know.”

      “Why, Kyle?” Anna asked. She had returned from upstairs with bandages and a damp cloth.

      Kyle related to them what he had heard of the secret meeting. He also told them how he had contacted the reporter, Jessica, of the Petersburg Star Ledger.

      As he talked, Anna wiped off the blood from Nicole’s ear, relieved to see that the wound looked superficial.

      “You have a whole lot more to tell that reporter now!” Rick gasped.

      For Nicole, the gravity of her and Kyle’s predicament began to hit her. Kyle had apparently angered some powerful individuals.

      A Psalm she had read that morning entered her mind.

      

      “Deliver me, O LORD, from the evil man:

      preserve me from the violent man;

      Which imagine mischiefs in their heart;

      continually are they gathered together for war.”

      

      “Lord,” she prayed. “You knew what Bible verse I would need today. Please show Kyle and me what to do!”

      As soon as her prayer flew upwards, Kyle spoke. “I know what I gotta do,” he said. “I gotta contact that reporter again.”

      “Before you do that, should we take Nicole to a doctor?” Anna asked.

      “I wouldn’t take her out of here after what happened,” Rick cautioned. “With that guy still out there, who knows what he’ll do? He might have staked out our street by now.”

      The four of them shuddered at the possibility.

      Kyle reached down and handled the .38 still stuck into his belt, checking its safety. He felt something in his pocket—his cell phone. “They pro’bly tracked me the whole time,” he spoke ruefully as he lifted his phone.

      “Shouldn’t we call the police?” Anna asked.

      “From what Kyle just said, I don’t want to use any phones at the moment,” Rick stated.

      

      Stephen Hood sat in his parked car a mile away, outside an all-night burger joint.

      “We tracked his phone and we know his present location,” an operative crackled on Hood’s phone. “But now, you’ll have to deal with two more adults. They’ll expect you. And these people probably have more guns.”

      “A real mess,” Hood conceded.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Hamburgers & fries

          

          Life had beaten him down

        

      

    

    
      Friday evening, three days before the meeting of bankers at the luxury hotel in Richmond, Emily had cooked up hamburgers and fries to celebrate Allen’s new job.

      The kids had become used to combinations of beans and rice for dinner the past several months with a little chicken thrown in now and then. So this luxurious feast made a festive occasion for them.

      “I still can’t believe how fast they hired you,” Ben, the oldest, said to his dad. “I mean, I always heard you gotta apply at lots of places before anyone looks at you.”

      “As much as you know about life already, Ben, you ought to start looking for work, too,” Allen laughed.

      “When will you start?” Lily, his other teenager, asked.

      “Next Wednesday they’ll place me in a training program. I’d love to take you all on vacation to celebrate, but we don’t have the money.  Tomorrow though, let’s drive down to Virginia Beach for a day trip.”

      The kids clapped and cheered, including little four-year-old Jenn who couldn’t figure out why everyone looked so happy.

      “So, you’ve covered Saturday, Sweetie,” Emily said. “What about Sunday?

      “Yeah, I know…. I’ve procrastinated about this for a while and wouldn’t mind procrastinating longer.”

      “But you do know what the kids want,” Emily said.

      “Yeah, I do.”

      Ben added, “That church has to have the longest name I’ve ever seen, but I like it!”

      “Alive in Christ Community Church.” The church’s name flashed through Allen’s mind. He had reservations about its old-fashioned hymns and King James preaching, but it had begun to grow on him. Those old folks knew how to make his kids feel welcome with their warmth and kindness, along with a little candy from time to time.

      “Do you guys want to go to the same church again this Sunday?” Allen asked his family.

      “Yes!” They all responded in crescendo.

      “Okay, we’ll do it!”

      

      The following Tuesday, after Allen and Emily got the older kids off to school, Allen went for a drive in his minivan. He had one more day of freedom before starting work at the bank tomorrow. He thought he would spend the day relaxing and reflecting. Life had beaten him down these past few months. A precious few moments of freedom could bring healing, he thought. Yesterday he had taken care of little Jenn while Emily relaxed at a coffee shop. Life had worn her down, too.

      He drove downtown to the Lee Memorial Park where he planned to soak in some fall colors—and to walk and pray.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            “China now feels confident”

          

          The crux of the Event

        

      

    

    
      Unaware of Stephen Hood’s fiasco the night before with the Hathcocks, the ten bankers and other attendees at the meeting in Richmond listened as General Benedict R. Lemnitzer, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, finished his presentation. “With its bases in the South China Sea, its Area Denial missiles, its surface ships, submarines, and 5th-generation aircraft, China now feels confident it can strike Taiwan,” he concluded.

      Behind the bankers sat three members of the president’s cabinet and two senior U.S. senators, along with the Fed Chairman, Mandell Freeman, and the Richmond Fed CEO, Sandy Delano.

      Edgar Bundy Russell stood up. “Thank you, General. As you know, the Chinese never would have gained the financing necessary to arm themselves without our push for the World Trade Organization. The WTO has weakened American industry. America has become vulnerable.

      “After World War Two,” Edgar continued, “John Maynard Keynes proposed the ‘bancor’ as a world currency. But the world would not accept it. National pride made them cling to their pounds, their liras, their rupees, and their dollars. But now gentlemen, the soon-coming war will destroy all opposition. Every nation will lose heart, and national identities will crumble under the strain.”

      Edgar had shared nothing new. Nonetheless, it rekindled the bankers’ focus toward the goal at hand: to manufacture a crisis and then provide a solution.

      This pattern had guided the Network since its founding by Cecil Rhodes in the late nineteenth century. With the Network’s instigation of the 1907 financial crash to encourage the formation of the Federal Reserve in 1913, with its fomenting of World War I from 1891 to 1914, with its multi-million-dollar financing of Lenin’s and Trotsky’s Bolshevik Revolution in Russia via its Red Cross operatives in St. Petersburg, with its founding of the League of Nations, with its investment in the German I.G. Farben conglomerate that financed Hitler’s rise to power, with its United Nations in the aftermath of World War Two, with its financial shepherding of Osama bin Laden’s rise to power, and with its initiation of the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic, the Network’s pattern for more than a century had never deviated from this pattern of manufacturing a crisis and providing a solution.

      The Network’s financial backing of each “world crisis” pressed the nations one step at a time toward world consolidation. How had Cecil Rhodes put it?  “To rule over all the habitable portions of the world.” Of course, the “Rhodes plan” at its start included only the ruling elite of the British Empire. After Rhodes’ death, Network leaders like Viscount Alfred Milner realized they had fashioned too small of a vision. Thus, they added the wealthy elite of the United States and other nations to their cabal.

      

      The financial overlords in the room listened intently as Edgar gave his update and reiterated his goals. Banking leaders from the United States, the United Kingdom, France, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Germany, and Japan all nodded in agreement.

      Missing from the meeting: Russia and China.

      During the Cold War, the Network had used the Soviet Union as a foil rather than a partner—a useful ‘enemy’ to feed like a chained bear. For example, in the 1960s, the American-designed Gorki plant in the Soviet Union had funneled military trucks to Vietnam.

      Since then, China had joined Russia’s role as, “the best enemy money can buy.” This “enemy” would bring forth the desired war—war, that so rapid transformer of human society.

      

      “The crux of the Event,” Edgar concluded, “involves America using Taiwan to shame China. America will construct a Marine base in Taiwan as a show of solidarity toward the island’s, quote, ‘freedom-loving people.’ American forces had departed from Taiwan in 1979, but now they will return.

      “This will enrage the Chinese, striking the match of conflict. We expect America to defeat China, but only after much devastation on both sides. In the ensuing havoc, the people of the earth will cry out for peace at any cost.  Every nation will release its grip on sovereignty.”

      The atmosphere in the room had become… how would one describe it? Majestic? Transcendent?

      The Ascended Masters inhabiting the room bared their fangs. Their dream—for thousands of years—of bringing forth one-world governance would very soon come to fruition.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            A Meal With King Herod

          

          First Century Jerusalem

        

      

    

    
      Herod Antipas invited his guests, Levi, Asher, and the other elders of the Damascus Gate to his Royal Banquet Hall.

      Herod’s father and master builder, Herod the Great, had designed the chamber as a Roman triclinium. Guests reclined on sumptuous couches placed along the walls. Six elaborate pilasters between the sitting areas poured fountains of shimmering water into a marble pool.

      So unlike the pool in Siloam now soiled with dust from the fallen tower, Asher thought.

      “My dear friends,” the monarch enthused. “Join me in the feast!”

      “Your generosity exceeds all we deserve,” Levi, Asher’s father, responded with obsequity.

      They reclined on rich cushions and lavish Parthian carpets alongside the low tables. Silver and gold ornamented the goblets and plates, adding to the artistic richness of the occasion. Flatbread, steaming roast lamb, lavish heaps of fruits and olives, and innumerable earthen carafes of wine quickened their mid-day appetites. Out of deference to his guests’ kosher sensibilities, Herod served only Judean wines. The despot knew how to impress his guests.

      Some of the more strict Pharisees would frown upon their dining with Herod—this Idumaean (“child of Edom”)—deeming him “not Jewish enough.” Herod did, though, go to great lengths to emphasize his “Jewishness.” The elders gave him a pass.

      They laughed and chatted, relating stories of past and present over the next hour.

      In time, Levi found a suitable pause to interpose the reason for their gathering.

      “Your majesty,” Levi spoke. “We seek your counsel regarding this ‘Jesus of Nazareth’ who has traversed your realm of late. We seek your wisdom—accumulated these many years during your beneficent reign.”

      Herod lowered his half-empty goblet. He had talked so much during the past hour that he hadn’t touched much food, though his wine had flowed.

      Full of drink and cheer, he exclaimed, “I want to meet the man! From what I hear of his miracles, we could throw quite a party!”

      Some in the assembly laughed awkwardly as several wondered, “Does the old tyrant not share our worries?”

      “Oh, King,” Jacob the elder, interposed. “Do you not fear Jesus? Could he not one day stoke rebellion?” At his great age, Jacob did not shy from bold speech—even toward King Herod.

      Herod’s smile faded, but not from anger. “Old Jacob, I understand your uneasiness. And I know of the disruption such teachers have aroused in recent years. Yet my people tell me he speaks only of peace and love. He stokes no violence. I know your brethren in the Great Sanhedrin feel no affection toward him, but the crowds still follow him. I will keep my people trailing this man and reporting back if he stirs up trouble. But for now, I can live with him.”

      Asher blurted out, “Your Majesty, if it pleases you, I would like to meet Jesus myself.”

      Levi’s face darkened.

      “Young Asher. So glad to have you feasting among us!” Herod exclaimed. Asher had sat furthest from the head of the table as the junior guest. “Of course. If that pleases you, I approve. Some in my court have spoken with him. I will see that you receive counsel from them before you leave today.”

      Levi felt no joy at Herod’s reply to his son. Even so, the King’s perspective on Jesus did calm his nerves. The Nazarene might prove no threat after all.

      

      Asher woke early the next morning. His father had no business dealings for him then, so he had time for himself.

      Feeling the dawn’s coolness as he sat in the courtyard of his family compound, he read the Torah scrolls and breakfasted on cold lamb, bread, and olive oil. Then, opening the gate of the surrounding wall, he stepped out onto the streets of Jerusalem. Marketers had already begun to stir, uncovering their vendor stalls to prepare for the early morning customers. Some stared as he brushed by in his robes. Others greeted him with a friendly “shalom.”

      He knew every inch of the streets and alleys where he had run and played as a boy. As he approached the Lion’s Gate entrance, he observed the guards removing the heavy wooden beam that had clamped the gate shut for the night. Early-morning farmers shuffled in through the open entrance, carrying loads of produce to the markets. Asher walked past donkeys pulling carts and flocks of sheep and goats guided by shepherd boys. Horses bore loads of produce. Hundreds of sweating bodies trudged into Jerusalem, hoping to earn a few coins that day.

      Today, he would climb the Mount of Olives. The autumn air invigorated him as he left the smells and sounds of the city behind. He wound his way upward through the grooved dusty trails between scrubby trees until at last, he came to a meadow. Looking outward, he beheld a stunning view. The sun behind him bathed the city in an early morning orange glow.

      He had heard from someone that Jesus brought his disciples to this meadow. But he did not look for the teacher now.

      Gazing upward at the sapphire blue sky, he recalled the eighth Psalm, memorized from his youth.

      

      When I consider thy heavens, the work of thy fingers,

      the moon and the stars, which thou hast ordained;

      What is man, that thou art mindful of him?

      and the son of man, that thou visitest him?

      

      He repeated the line in his mind: What is man, that thou art mindful of him? A sense of satisfaction enveloped his soul as he recounted the privileges bestowed upon him at so tender an age: his induction into the lesser Sanhedrin, his banqueting with King Herod, and soon his anticipated meeting with the prophet, Jesus.

      These blessings in my life at such a young age… evidence of my righteousness? he pondered. Would one consider me “boastful” for holding such a thought? Yet may I not celebrate the goodness within me? Look how I helped at Siloam—my giving food to the poor, laboring arduously to find survivors, ministering succor to those devastated by the tower’s fall.

      He recalled his spiritual disciplines: staying free from fornication, regular fasting, and daily study of the Torah—and of course, his giving to the poor. Had not this righteousness—flowing down the generations from his ancestors—given him the right to revel in his own virtue?

      After all, he thought, the tower did not fall on me. Many say the eighteen who perished may have deserved their fate… some secret sins finally having caught up with them.

      While I stand small in the presence of my Maker, I do stand tall among men, even at my young age. Do not the riches in my family line show to all the world our household’s virtue in God’s eyes?

      Riches and righteousness. Both seemed to fit him well—each giving evidence of the other.

      As he walked home, he envisaged how he would approach Jesus. He had much to think about.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            “Them Fed people!”

          

          Crushed his bones

        

      

    

    
      As Jessica sat at her Star Ledger desk Tuesday morning, scrolling through her email, her phone purred. “Hello, Jessica Riley speaking,” she answered. “May I help you?”

      “Hey, Kyle Hathcock here.”

      “Kyle, so glad to hear from you!” Jessica exclaimed. “I talked with my boss yesterday and he gave me the go-ahead with your story.”

      “Oh… uh, yea,” Kyle responded, collecting his thoughts. “That sounds good, but somethin’ happened last night. Somebody tried to kill me!”

      “What!”

      “You heard right. Somebody tried to shoot momma and me.”

      “Why would someone want to kill you?”

      “I told you yesterday. Them Fed people! They don’t want nobody knowin’ ‘bout that meetin’! They tried to shut me up!”

      Jessica tried to process what he had just said. “Could you come in today?” she finally asked.

      “I’ll get over there now.”

      Jessica rushed to her boss’s office. “Caleb, have I got something to tell you!” she exclaimed.

      “Fire away,” Caleb said while he stared at his computer screen.

      “You remember the guy who called me yesterday?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, he called me this morning and said somebody tried to shoot him and his mother! He said they want to shut him up for good!”

      Caleb wheeled around his desk chair and stared at her for a moment, scratching his chin. “I heard from my police contacts about a shooting incident last night in one of the lower-income neighborhoods.”

      They chatted for several more minutes until Sara Blanchley piped in on the intercom: “A Mr. Kyle Hathcock has arrived.”

      Both rushed to the lobby.

      “Kyle!” Caleb exclaimed as he approached the young man, brushing aside formalities. “Let’s go to my office!”

      The three of them scurried to Caleb’s glass cubicle.

      “I left my momma at ‘er pastor’s house. The pastor drove me here,” Kyle related. “No way I wanna take my momma’s car, figurin’ the man who shot at me might be lookin’ for it.”

      As Kyle related his story, Caleb tried to assess the measure of the man sitting before him. Though Kyle might seem a less-than-reputable character to many—someone on the fringes of society—Caleb detected a strength in him. Although neither man realized it, Kyle’s close brush with death had flipped a switch. This “ne’er-do-well loser” had transformed into someone new: a warrior harkening back to the days of his English ancestors.

      His surname “Hathcock” sprang from the Germanic word hadu meaning strife or contention. And the Network’s attack upon him and his mother had released flood-tides of hadu. The terror-induced paralysis from last night had vanished. Today Kyle would use his connection with Caleb and Jessica to pour out rivers of strife and contention upon his pursuers!

      

      Over the past century, the Network had poured hundreds of billions of dollars into America’s educational system, seeking to mold children’s minds into their narrative of “reality.” They had reduced the historical dramas of yesteryear to a “boring” subject—erasing the past by replacing “history” with “social studies.” To their well-paid “leading voices in academia,” they instructed, “You must keep the students’ minds on the present. You must draw their attention toward ‘the new’ and ‘the modern’—blinding them to their ancient lineages.”

      And with movies, Network-controlled producers had erased strong male characters. Masculine heroes no longer rescued "damsels in distress.” Instead, “Amazon she-warriors” now came to the aid of hapless male buffoons.  Seeking to emasculate the men of society, the Network had turned many into cowering, feminized “guys.” American men had begun to forget their warrior heritage. Such effete men, the elites surmised, would raise little resistance.

      Yet in attempting to murder Kyle and his mother, the Network had unwittingly reversed decades of indoctrination. No longer the “scared rabbit” of last night, the ancient warrior buried deep within had arisen. Kyle would fight them.

      “Help me fight them!” Kyle exclaimed to Caleb and Jessica.

      “Though it scares the living daylights out of me,” Caleb responded, “we will!”

      

      Stephen Hood realized the futility of taking out Kyle at Pastor Rick’s house. Calling the Network Surveillance Center in Maryland, he requested, “Send a surveillance drone.”

      

      Almost the whole night before, Nicole had prayed. The shock of the shooting incident had prevented her from sleeping. Instead, she had spent the dark watches of the night before God’s throne.

      Squads of angelic warriors responded. Listening in on Stephen Hood’s phone they determined the location of the drone airfield and dispatched interlopers.

      Whenever a drone technician attempted to make repairs to a motor, tools fell to the ground. Screwdrivers stripped screw-heads. Circuits fried. Communication turned into frustration, which turned into fatigue-induced anger. Confusion pervaded the place.

      The whole Keystone-cops operation against Kyle Hathcock infuriated Hood. And his dread of explaining the debacle to his superiors delayed his reporting it.

      At eleven o’clock in the morning—as a drone finally lifted off toward Petersburg—Caleb, Jessica, and Kyle sped in a car toward Richmond. No one would scoop them on this story! And the drone would find no person of interest in Petersburg.

      

      As Allen enjoyed the fall air at the Lee Memorial Park under an overcast sky, his emotions shifted and turned inside.

      Sure, I did get a job, he thought. But it pays so little.

      His “old dilemma” thus remained fully intact—he might like this job, but he would still face tight budgets for as long as he could foresee.

      When will I ever find a job that I like and that allows me to get ahead financially? Allen asked himself ruefully. Well, at least I won’t have to hemorrhage my 401K anymore.

      He reflected again on the irony of his working for Concord Bancor. Although he had come to the park to pray, he felt the urge to learn more about his new employer.

      Digital addiction kicking in, he thought with a wry smile.

      He had already studied much on Concord Bancor’s history, but nothing yet about its leadership.

      “I'll start at the top,” he murmured as he plopped down on a park bench. “Let’s see… CEO… Edgar Bundy Russell.” He jumped to an online encyclopedia. His eyes widened as he viewed the length of the entry. “Man, I’d never heard of this guy, but wow, he’s served on the boards of… how many corporations? Amazing! The Council on Foreign Relations, Trilateral Commission, World Economic Forum. I’ll bet he also went to Bilderberg meetings, but they’d never mention that here. One connected fellow!” Allen blurted to a nearby park pigeon. “When I get home to my laptop, I’ll search more in-depth.”

      For now, he slipped his phone into his pocket and stood up stretching. To his right, he noted a gravel walkway in the grass that sloped down to a wooded path. Ambling in that direction, his shoes crunched over small stones and sticks as he entered the wood. He could hear water bubbling and soon found himself near a pond with a brook flowing into it.

      “You will take care of me, God,” Allen spoke. The weight of responsibility had crushed his bones the past few months, but that oft-repeated reminder had kept him from losing his mind.

      Money, always money… but then… God, always God. Somehow he and his family would make it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Expensive tailored suits

          

          “That’ll do as a headline”

        

      

    

    
      Order the book for a friend: https://soaw.mysamcart.com/checkout/source-of-all-wealth-novel-ebook

      

      Kyle, Caleb, and Jessica parked within walking distance of the luxury hotel in Richmond at about 11:30 a.m. Kyle remained in the car—his face concealed by the tinted windows. The other two got out and trudged toward the hotel.

      A slight cloud cover and cool breeze made walking comfortable, so their stroll didn’t raise any eyebrows. People had already begun trickling out of their office buildings for lunch—including participants from the secret meeting.

      Sandy Delano’s attempts to herd the ten powerful bankers around like so many obedient soldiers had fallen flat that morning. Several chafed about remaining confined in the hotel and decided to lunch downtown. Despite Sandy’s protestations, five bankers strode out of the hotel lobby midday toward a local bistro.

      As they exited, Caleb spotted them. Their expensive tailored suits and coiffed grey hair got his attention. With his long-lensed camera, he snapped several high-resolution photos.

      Jessica and Caleb returned to the car.

      “You seen anythin’?” Kyle inquired as they climbed inside.

      “I photographed five men who seemed quite well-heeled walking out of the hotel,” Caleb related. “I’ll upload their pictures into my laptop here and run them through the facial recognition software.”

      “Whaddaya mean by that?” Kyle asked.

      “If I pop a facial photo into this app,” Caleb explained. “It’ll do an automatic web search by picture instead of text.”

      Kyle watched intrigued.

      “Bingo! My first photo brought up a name… ‘Paul Hölzer’—a wealthy banker from Luxembourg.”

      “Them banksters! I knew it!” Kyle blurted, using a contraction of “banker-gangsters” he had picked up from his construction buddies.

      Caleb identified the next four images as top bankers.

      “Incredible!” Jessica exclaimed.

      Caleb looked at his watch. “Twelve-thirty. I bet they’ll return from lunch soon. Let’s go back and try to interview some of them.”

      “What about what happened with Kyle last night?” Jessica cautioned.

      “What do you think, Kyle,” Caleb asked. “Considering what you went through?”

      “I say nail ‘em to the wall!” Kyle exclaimed. “Interview ‘em!”

      As Caleb and Jessica walked back toward the hotel, Stephen Hood finally reported to Network headquarters about his failure to take out Kyle Hathcock. Within seconds, headquarters communicated Hood’s update to the lead polo-shirted guard in Richmond. He informed his men about a possible breach of the meeting’s confidentiality.

      Guards streamed out of the hotel in search of the five bankers who had gone out for lunch. Other guards formed a discrete perimeter around the building.

      The guards’ movements went unnoticed by all except two observers. Caleb and Jessica had stationed themselves within fifty yards of the hotel’s entrance and saw it all.

      Guards soon located the lunching bankers and shepherded them back to the building under indignant and berating protests.

      Observing the cluster of guards surrounding the five returning bankers, Jessica and Caleb gave up on the interview idea. But they did manage to snap a few more photos before returning to the car.

      

      ”Gentlemen,” Edgar Russell spoke as the meeting reconvened.  “We may have a possible compromise to our meeting’s security. I urge that we all remain inside the building for the rest of the week. Our meeting must never become public knowledge.”

      

      With their cameras downloading to their laptops, Caleb and Jessica worked at a fevered pace as Kyle drove them south to Petersburg.

      “Five of the World’s Most Powerful Bankers Meet in Richmond!” Caleb recited. “That’ll do as a headline for tomorrow.”

      “Why don’t I launch our new website tonight,” Jessica envisaged.

      “Will it look okay?”

      “Not perfect, but given this story’s gravity, we’ll want something better than our old site.”

      “Can you finish it tonight?”

      “I’ll stay up late to launch it if I have to.”

      “That’ll earn you a big Christmas bonus!” Caleb winked.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            The Pad Thai Garden

          

          Bangkok memories

        

      

    

    
      After his walk in the park, Allen decided to lunch at a local Thai restaurant—a new place called the Pad Thai Garden. As he pushed through the front door, colorful bells jingled and familiar smells wafted into his nostrils. The faint odor of curry and fish sauce rushed his mind back to the steaming open-faced eateries along Silom Road in downtown Bangkok. He found a back-corner booth and sat down.

      The décor consisted of polished and glazed gray cement walls and an exposed ceiling filled with ducting and wiring all painted black. He enjoyed the modernistic portrait of four parrots hung on the wall beside his table. I’d guess a young, hip Thai person owns this place, he thought.

      A plump Asian waitress walked his way.

      “Sawatee kap.” He greeted her in Thai.

      “Oh, Sawatee ka,” she responded after a moment of confusion. “I don’t speak much Thai. I come from Myanmar.”

      “Oh, okay. Does anyone here speak Thai?”

      “The owner does, but he left an hour ago. Filipinos cook food and they don’t speak Thai.”

      “I can meet him later,” Allen smiled.

      “I leave you a menu and when you ready, you tell me.” She walked back to the cashier counter.

      Scrutinizing the menu, Allen found his old favorite, pad ga-praw gai—basil chicken and rice.

      He waved to the waitress, now neck-deep in her social media app.

      She looked up and ambled back.

      “I’d like basil chicken and rice with a fried egg on top,” he said, pointing to the image on his menu.

      “Oh, you like it Thai way,” she said. “How spicy you want?”

      “Give me a little nam-prik—chilies in fermented fish sauce—on the side,” he requested.

      “What you want for drink?”

      “I’ll go for the bai-toei tea in ice.” He had always enjoyed the earthy flavor of that ever-so-lightly-colored tea for washing down Thai spices.

      “Anything else?”

      “Nothing for now, thank you.” This meal would stretch Allen’s wallet to the breaking point.

      As he waited, he reminisced about his endless walks through the teeming streets of Bangkok. Despite its world-class pollution, he had never bothered to wear a face mask. Every year he would end up in the international hospital with bronchitis. Not too bright. But then, he never did like strictures—including ones strapped to his face.

      Nostalgia tugged at him.

      Across the room, he noticed a large framed photograph a tuk-tuk—a three-wheeled, two-cycle-motored Bangkok taxi—driving by a red-light district bar.

      He thought of Khao Sang Road in Bangkok with legions of over-the-hill western men wandering its streets and looking for love in all the wrong places—or, he thought, looking for slaves.

      He knew the destitute families of the tribal north would sometimes sell their young teens to human traffickers. In Bangkok, thugs would bludgeon each lady into submission with a club before shoving her onto the streets.

      If the old broken hearts from the West knew of such horrors, would they still seek out the young womens’ services? Not sure. Human nature could lead one down a pathway that cauterizes conscience.

      The Burmese waitress brought him his meal and asked, “How you learn to speak Thai?”

      “I lived in Thailand for years,” he responded as he pondered her immigration status. “How long have you worked here?”

      She diverted her eyes.

      Changing the subject, he exclaimed, “This basil chicken looks great! I can’t wait to eat it!”

      “I hope you like it.” She smiled as she drifted back toward the counter.

      Scooping chili peppers and fermented fish sauce out of a tiny white ceramic dish, he seasoned the steaming rice, chicken, and basil. As he crushed peppers between his teeth, the fiery sensation brought his heart back to Bangkok. The dish tasted authentic—not Americanized in the least. Those Filipino cooks sure know how to make Thai food.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Going to press!

          

          Multiplied comments

        

      

    

    
      Caleb, Jessica, and Kyle arrived back at the Star Ledger office at two that afternoon.

      Once inside, the two reporters worked on their laptops in their cubicles.

      Kyle sat at a coffee table, thumbing through news magazines. He recalled what his conspiratorially-minded construction buddies liked to say about such publications.  They would harp, “Them banksters own ev’ry magazine, newspaper, and TV station in America!”

      

      As the two reporters labored, the bankers in Richmond continued their planning for the Event. The report of a possible security breach left them unfazed.

      Edgar stated, “With our people in the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the placement of the Marine base in Taiwan should commence very soon.”

      “The boldness of the plan appeals to me,” Paul Hölzer of Luxembourg stated. “I’ve researched one of China’s motivations for invading Taiwan. Submarines departing from their eastern shore must now pass exposed over many miles of shallow water before dropping into the deep Pacific. This gives the Americans plenty of time to track them. But Taiwan’s east coast slopes into deep water right away. If China could take Taiwan, its submarines would then embark undetected. Taking over Taiwan would radically transform the balance of power in the Western Pacific. This strategic impetus combined with China’s fanatical nationalism will make war inevitable,” Hölzer stated.

      “We need only strike the match,” Edgar affirmed.

      

      Kyle Hathcock left the Star Ledger office that evening.  Pastor Rick had asked a church member, named Bruce Oubre, to take in Kyle for a few nights, and the beefy-armed retired prison guard had agreed. Kyle’s scruffy appearance didn’t faze Bruce a bit when he picked him up. They got along famously on the drive to his house as Kyle narrated the drama of the past two days.

      After Kyle left, Caleb worked without a break another three hours, hunched over his keyboard, with a half-eaten Amish whoopie pie by his side. Finally, he mumbled, “This’ll do.”

      He had crafted his news story to perfection, including embedding photos. The graphic designer who used to work for the Star Ledger had quit months ago, moving to Cincinnati for better money.

      Caleb had covered the entire front page top to bottom with the article. Standing up from his desk chair, he stretched and took a bite of his stale pastry. He walked over to the coffee table to check on Jessica who had moved to the sofa for a change of scenery.

      “Do you think the new website will run okay?” Caleb asked her.

      “I’ve got it deployed,” Jessica replied. “Now I’ll connect our domain name to the app’s platform-as-a-service.”

      “Glad you understand that,” Caleb smiled.

      “Our newspaper’s website will change forever. Do I have your permission to move the new web app to our domain name?”

      “I guess so, but I’ll sure miss that old 1990s look,” Caleb quipped.

      “Ha! Very funny. I’ll tell our domain hosting service to connect with my web-app’s platform. We should have it running in fifteen minutes.”

      Jessica paid a couple search engines to rank it high on their results.

      Caleb had thought, Might as well lay out the cash. Nothing to lose. If this article won’t attract new subscribers, nothing will.

      He hit the restroom and then relaxed back at his desk, wondering how the Star Ledger’s readers would respond to the morning headline: “Five of the World’s Most Powerful Bankers Meet in Richmond!”

      Kyle had begged them to publish it online that evening. He wanted people to know about the meeting right away—well before the banksters left Richmond.

      Jessica connected the Star Ledger’s domain name to her “version 2.0” of the website. Almost immediately, search terms like “big bankers” and “the world’s most powerful conspirators” attracted many new viewers to the site. They read Caleb’s article… and shared it with friends.

      Comments came in thick and fast…

      “Five of those criminals! All in one place!” One commenter exclaimed.

      “We gotta prosecute them banksters now!” Another roared.

      Dozens of comments quickly followed, like….

      “I’ll bet they met to plan for the NWO!”

      “Sounds like another Bilderberg meeting right under our noses!”

      “Let’s go protest!”

      The comments soon multiplied into the hundreds.

      “I can’t believe it!” Jessica gasped in bewilderment. “I knew we had a big story, but I didn’t think people would respond this fast! I don’t even understand what these terms mean. Bilderberg? NWO?”

      “My dear friend,” Caleb offered magnanimously. “I will now introduce you to the conspiracy theory movement on an industrial scale!”

      “Before you explain it to me, I’d better add on a couple more servers,” she said. “I don’t want our site to crash. Can you spare a few hundred more dollars?”

      “Go ahead and pay it out,” Caleb sighed.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            An alarming scene

          

          The flying armada

        

      

    

    
      Caleb and Jessica returned to the Star Ledger office Wednesday morning after a brief night of sleep. Caleb thumbed through the paper edition of his article to examine its layout. Looking good.

      

      That same morning, the bankers and government officials looked out the windows of their top-floor conference room in the Richmond luxury hotel. They beheld an alarming scene at the ground floor. A ring of angry protestors surrounded the building, toting hand-painted placards which read…

      “Abolish the private ‘Federal Reserve’ banking cartel!”

      “The 1% of the 1% just came to Richmond!”

      “Take our monetary system away from the private bankers! Give it back to the people!”

      “End the Crime of 1913!”

      The bankers also noted a couple of media trucks from nationally-syndicated alternative news outlets.

      “I thought you secured this place!” the banker Jean Lampart shouted to Fed Chairman, Mandell Freeman.

      “I deeply apologize,” Mr. Freeman responded.

      Freeman turned to Sandy Delano. “How could you have let this happen!”

      She could only stare back in stunned silence.

      “I will take over security!” Mandell exclaimed to the bankers and government officials. His words nullified any future career prospects for Sandy—either inside or outside of the Fed.

      Edgar Bundy Russell remained ever in command his of faculties, stating, “While we view this breach in security as a serious compromise, we will continue the meeting.”

      

      Liwanu, the demon High Prince of North America, burned with fury. Learning of Anakrin’s failure to assist Stephen Hood in eliminating Kyle Hathcock, he summoned him and his superior Baradal. “Fools! You knew we must keep this meeting a secret. Yet you blundered! You have failed me for the last time!”

      As the word “time!” left his mouth, he raised his scimitar. The movement signaled the entourage of creatures by his side to dive in violent fury upon Anakrin and Baradal. They sliced into them until no trace remained other than two plumes of fading smoke. Their spirits had departed into the abyss—never again to ply their trade upon the earth.

      Liwanu flew with a violent rustling of his membraned wings over the hundreds of dark spirits surrounding the hotel. “Fly south!” he commanded. “Find Kyle Hathcock and lead our human servants to his location. They must destroy him! And send a contingent to the Star Ledger to wreak havoc upon the reporters who exposed this meeting!”

      Liwanu’s rantings did not escape the hearing of angelic warriors concealed in vehicles and buildings near the hotel. A few of them slipped away, flying south at blinding speed.

      One cried out, “We must protect Kyle and the reporters!”

      

      Kyle’s mother Nicole stood bolt upright from the couch where she sat at Pastor Rick’s and Anna’s home. She exclaimed to Anna, “I feel a powerful urge to pray for the reporters at the Star Ledger!” The three of them had read the article that morning about the bankers.

      “I agree,” Anna responded. “I imagine they’ll face danger considering what happened to you and Kyle. This article makes them a target.”

      The two ladies both bowed their heads and cried out to God for his protection over the reporters, Caleb and Jessica. Anna then got the idea of forming a “prayer chain” of retired ladies from their church to join them in prayer. She made some calls.

      

      As the flying armada of demons approached within a mile of Petersburg, they beheld a swirling cloud of white wings and silver flashing swords. Angels undulated in spiraling form toward them at great speed. The battalion of lighted warriors smashed headlong into the demons with slashing swords and furious war cries. Confusion and panic reigned as the demons struggled to regain their momentum. The fury and surprise of the collision stunned them. They could not assemble anything even resembling a counterattack. Knowing the angels would soon route them, the horde of demons scattered in pell-mell confusion, high-tailing it back to Richmond at top speed. They had failed to penetrate the shield wall surrounding Petersburg.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Pandemonium

          

          Wally O’Brian

        

      

    

    
      “The Event will proceed as planned, gentlemen,” Edgar Russell stated. The bankers had just finished a lunch catered to the top floor of the hotel. Some had gravitated to the windows to observe the protestors below. More activists had gathered, upping the total to about two hundred.

      Sandy Delano’s and Mandell Freeman’s meticulous planning for secrecy had backfired. Knowing that hiring local police—like at Bilderberg—might draw attention, they had employed only the polo-shirted guards. But now with their cover blown, only a thin line of sentries stood between the bankers and placard-wielding protestors.

      

      “Hey, John,” Wally O’Brian of ATTN (Alternative Tell-Tale Network) whispered to his cameraman. “Let’s ask some of these protestors to help me with something.”

      Wally referred to a cheerful group of about fifteen men—mostly military vets walking around the hotel, who had chanted for the past several minutes, “You don’t own us! End the Fed! You don’t own us! End the Fed!”

      Wally interrupted them. “Hey, fellows,” he shouted. “I got an idea. Come over here with John and me.”

      “Sure!” Several responded at once.

      As they gathered around, Wally spoke in a low tone, “I want to get inside the hotel.”

      “Why?” asked one of the bearded vets.

      “We could expose these banksters like never before!” Wally exclaimed. “We could snap photos of them in the middle of their meeting.”

      “Wouldn’t we get arrested for trespassing?” A Marine Corps vet with tattoos on his burly arms asked.

      “At worst, we’d get charged with a misdemeanor,” Wally said. “But can you imagine the bonanza of evidence we could display to the American people about these criminals? The patriots at Lexington and Concord broke the law. Look at what they accomplished. I think we’ve got a golden opportunity here!”

      The old Marine smiled grimly. “Boys, what do you think?”

      “Let’s do it!” Several exclaimed, with the thrill of soldiers preparing to attack a hill.

      “Okay,” Wally said. “Let’s create a diversion to draw away the guards in front. Then a small group of us—including me and John here—will rush inside upstairs to the meeting and roll video like crazy. We’ll stream it real-time, so if they break our cameras it’ll get on the internet anyway.”

      “This sounds nuts,” a wrinkled Air Force vet snapped. “But I like your thinking! Let’s go!”

      The group of fifteen men shared the idea with other protestors, taking care not to tell everyone for fear of spies. The total group of participants expanded to fifty men without a spy among them. They divided into a green group of twenty men, a yellow group of another twenty men, and a red group of ten men including Wally and John.

      “When I say, ‘Go!’” Wally whispered in relayed fashion, “Green group will rush to the right side of the thin parameter of guards—to the right of the building. They’ll draw off guards from the entrance. With the guards out of the way, the yellow group and the red group will rush into the lobby. Yellow group will remain in the lobby to draw off any more guards coming downstairs. Red group will rush upstairs and find the main meeting room. Once we get there, we’ll snap photos and record videos like crazy. Do you get it?”

      All nodded.

      “Green group! Time for you to GO!” Wally shouted the last word at the top of his lungs.

      The green group rushed en masse to the right of the building’s entrance.

      The polo-shirted guards scurried in a panic to confront them, leaving the front entrance exposed and the glass doors unlocked.

      The red and yellow group rushed like a river inside—thirty ruckus citizen-soldiers all pouring into the first-floor lobby. Wally shouted, “Change of plans boys, let’s all rush upstairs!”

      The shocking audacity of the maneuver bewildered the guards inside. They shouted at each other over their walkie-talkies, asking for rules of engagement. Any shooting would make a difficult case in court and might land the shooter in a penitentiary. They had never planned for such a ridiculous scenario.

      Some of the polo-shirted guards managed to body-tackle a few of the vets. But the sheer number of protestors overwhelmed them. When Wally and John arrived on the top floor, they smashed their way into the meeting room. To the utter shock of the participants, the protestors snapped pictures and recorded videos, uploading them to the internet.

      Dozens of other protestors, not even in on the plan, also rushed into the building, joining in the fun. Before everyone knew it, protestors flooded the hotel, many of whom used their phones to take videos and snap photos.

      The uploaded video feeds exposed to the world the identity of everyone in the main meeting room. Only General Benedict R. Lemnitzer, preparing a presentation in another office, escaped the cameras.

      The protestors managed to grab documents from the meeting table. Several protestors made it outside with the papers in hand. Guards grabbed Wally O’Brian, John, and a few others. They escorted them to the Richmond policemen they had phoned in during the melee.

      In the hubbub, the guards fired two warning gunshots into the ceiling of the top-floor meeting room. The Richmond police made thirty-three arrests for trespassing, charging six protestors with minor assault. Wally O’Brian and a few of the other protesters got fined a nominal fee for trespassing. Otherwise, all of them made it out unscathed.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            The shouting commenced

          

          Blasphemous thoughts

        

      

    

    
      Caleb and Jessica sat in stunned silence, glued to Jessica’s computer screen as they viewed the pandemonium at the banker meeting.

      One reporter blabbed, “We’ve heard reports that some protestors uploaded documents from the meeting to the internet!”

      “I’d sure like to see those,” Caleb murmured. His phone buzzed. As he brought it to his ear, the shouting commenced.

      “How dare you! A man yelled through his receiver.

      “C-Could I get your name, please?” Caleb stammered.

      “Don’t give me that!” The caller continued full-throttle.

      “Oh, yes… yes, sir, Mr. Harriman.” Caleb recognized the voice of Ronald G. Harriman, head of Atlanta Media Endeavors, the conglomerate that owned the Star Ledger, along with three hundred other local newspapers in the southeast.

      The CEO of the private equity firm in New York that controlled Atlanta Media Endeavors had chewed out Harriman moments before. Earlier that day, a representative of a banking consortia owning the investment house had castigated the CEO.

      Every individual in the chain of command wanted Caleb Daugherty’s head on a platter.

      “You fool!” Harriman railed. “You have ended your career!”

      “Mr. Harriman.” Caleb trembled, “We must have some sort of mistake.”

      “Mr. Daugherty,” Harriman continued in quiet rage, “this mad-house you instigated in Richmond with your article has infuriated some very powerful people. You will clear out your office this evening. The Star Ledger will no longer exist as a corporate entity. All employees will receive two months severance.”

      “I-I can’t… I can’t believe….” Caleb stammered.

      Jessica leaned over to listen.

      “Don’t even consider entering the newspaper industry again, Mr. Daugherty. Consider your name black-listed!” Harriman slammed down his phone.

      Caleb stared crestfallen toward the far wall of the office.

      “What in the world happened?” Jessica asked. “I heard the guy shouting in your ear, but I couldn’t hear what he said.”

      “He fired me and shut down the Star Ledger in one fell swoop.”

      “What? No! But why?”

      “It turns out the article we’d thought would save the paper killed it—instantly—along with our careers.”

      Jessica shook her head in disbelief as tears formed.

      Caleb stood up and walked in a slow shuffle toward his glassed-in office and sat down. “Mr. Harriman said you and the other salaried employees will receive two months severance.”

      In reality, the paper had only one other “salaried employee,” Sara Blanchley at the front desk. Caleb would call her this evening with the shocking news. He would also inform the part-time freelance reporters.

      Caleb and Jessica sat for a while trying to comprehend what had occurred.

      Jessica knew she could live with her parents while she looked for new work.

      Caleb had played around with investing and had accumulated a decent nest egg. But black-listed! From the career he so loved. His heart also ached that Petersburg would lose its tired, frumpy paper. He felt so sorry for the few loyal subscribers still holding out hope that the Star Ledger would survive. Now their hope would die.

      Jessica stood up and walked over to Caleb’s glassed-in office. “I can help you pack up your things. I only have my laptop and a few pens and picture frames.”

      Startled from staring at his blank computer screen, Caleb responded, “Huh? Oh, yeah. Right. I guess they’ll charge me with trespassing if I stay much longer.”

      Caleb rummaged in his desk drawers while Jessica placed files into boxes. Not that much to take home.

      Outside, Caleb secured the boxes of files and other odds and ends into the trunk of his car.

      “Let’s stay in touch,” Caleb said to Jessica as they stood in the darkened parking lot under a dim street lamp. “You have your youth and your incredible talent. I know you’ll find a great gig soon enough.”

      “I came here burned out from the New York blog,” Jessica said. “You gave me the privilege of working in this wonderful place.” She beamed through her tears. “I will never forget that.”

      Caleb gave her a weak smile and a side hug.

      “If any job comes up, let me know,” Jessica said. “And I’ll do the same for you.”

      “Yeah… let’s do that.”

      With tearful goodbyes, they parted ways.

      

      With the crowds shoved out of the hotel by the security detachment and assault charges filed, the bankers sat boiling with rage in the meeting room. The demons surrounding them added to the toxic atmosphere, spewing smoke out from their fangs.

      Shouts and recrimination rained down on Mandell Freeman and Sandy Delano.

      Tiring of this, the bankers turned their thoughts toward Wally O’Brian. That cantankerous news figure had until now only buzzed around their schemings like an annoying horsefly. But now, some in the room called for his murder.

      Of course, O’Brian’s fame would make that implausible. Yet, at the moment, logic held a distant second to rage.

      Word soon arrived that the documents pilfered from their table contained no significant information—nothing about the Event.

      Edgar stood up. “We will continue with the plans of our Ascended Masters,” he stated.

      “Even after this? You still trust them?” A nerve-frazzled Jean Lampart demanded. His use of the word, “them,” stunned the men into shocked silence. Each knew well of whom he spoke. Blasphemous thoughts against the Ascended Masters had crossed each of their minds on occasion, but never their lips.

      Paul Hölzer broke the silence. “We must control our emotions. I suggest we adjourn until tomorrow. During our time away, let us ask the Masters how to proceed.”

      No one had a better idea, so they parted until the morrow. They had already decided to cut their meeting short by one day. With their assembly now known to the entire world, they wanted to depart Richmond as quickly as possible.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            The calloused hands of a laborer

          

          First Century outside Jerusalem

        

      

    

    
      Asher brimmed with anticipation. From family contacts, he learned that Jesus, the roving prophet, had entered the outskirts of Jerusalem a few days ago. He planned to approach him today.

      After breakfast, he mounted his Arabian stallion and trotted out of the family compound. One of his servants rode a second horse behind him. They exited the city’s east wall through the Lion’s Gate.

      Along a rock-strewn donkey trail, Asher observed crowds of people congregating in clusters. He realized he could no longer continue on horseback. Dismounting, he passed the reins to his servant. “Take Skylax back to the stable. I will walk from here with my food satchel and water skin. Tell my father I will return by the afternoon. May the blessings of the Lord fall upon you.”

      “May the blessings of the Lord fall upon you as well, Master Asher,” his servant responded, as he guided the two horses away.

      Alone among the crowd of thousands, Asher nudged, maneuvered, and wormed his way forward. After twenty minutes of jostling and trudging, he surveyed a scene before him. Upon a slight rise in the landscape, a man in a simple gray robe gestured and spoke.

      At first glance, Asher almost laughed. “Jesus of Nazareth?” He had expected a tall, handsome individual—a mighty orator of impressive build.

      Instead, he beheld a swarthy-skinned, short-statured man of plain countenance. His skin, darkened by the Judaean sun, gave him the look of a common worker. Had Asher stood closer, he would have noticed the calloused hands of a laborer.

      The man had neither form nor majesty that he should draw people to him. Yet there he stood, and the crowds—packed in their thousands—gazed up at him.

      I sweated and shoved my way here for this? Asher sighed. Well, I might as well take a closer look.

      Moving closer to the teacher within thirty cubits, he observed several young children writhing their way toward the speaker. Not one of them appeared more than seven years of age. They each looked up in bright-eyed wonder as they approached.

      Asher heard a man near Jesus say, “Move away, children. Don’t bother the teacher.”

      Jesus touched the man’s shoulder and spoke, “Suffer the little children, and forbid them not, to come unto me: for of such is the kingdom of heaven. Verily I say unto you, Whosoever shall not receive the kingdom of God as a little child shall in no wise enter therein.”

      Jesus took up one child after another in his arms, laying hands on them as he blessed them. This went on for a while as more children scurried up. Asher realized he would have to wait. He sat down on a rock with his food satchel and water skin for a mid-morning snack of flatbread and water.

      As the last child returned to her parents, Asher noticed Jesus standing up to leave—maybe to get something to eat himself. Asher would have to move fast or miss his chance for a meeting.

      Did he imagine it? It seemed Jesus glanced back, directly at him.

      Asher rolled up his leather satchel and water skin, slung them over his back, and ran to the prophet.

      As he approached, he knelt to the ground. Jesus, hearing the shuffling movement in the dust behind him, turned toward the sound.

      Asher noted the calloused hands. Then he looked into Jesus’ eyes.

      Jesus looked back at him with a hint of a smile.

      “Good Master,” Asher began. “What must I do… to inherit eternal life?” He expected Jesus to affirm his giving of alms to the poor and of his walking in the traditions of his fathers. How much he would enjoy receiving the famed prophet’s stamp of approval.

      Jesus’ slight grin formed into a wide smile. “Why callest thou me good? there is none good but one, that is, God. Thou knowest the commandments, Do not commit adultery, Do not kill, Do not steal, Do not bear false witness, Defraud not, Honour thy father and mother.”

      Asher felt the warmth of Jesus’ smile upon him. The recitation of these oft-read Scriptures made him glow with confidence. He recalled the moment on the Mount of Olives when he had looked toward the early-morning sunlight over Jerusalem and felt the satisfaction and pride of a righteous life.  “Master,” he responded. “All these have I observed from my youth.”

      The smile never left Jesus’ face, yet the whimsical sense of fun seemed to transform into a more earnest countenance.

      Asher felt intensity emanate from Jesus’ eyes, which now had small tears forming in them.

      He felt it. Love. Yes, yes. Love.

      Jesus’ eyes bore into Asher with a love that seemed to penetrate the marrow of his bones—like the heart of a tender mother toward her child or a father toward his bewildered son. A love so fathomless that Asher could stare back only in dumbstruck awe.

      Jesus opened his mouth, speaking as if to emphasize every word, “One thing thou lackest: go thy way, sell whatsoever thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come, take up the cross, and follow me.”

      Like a tree after receiving a final stroke from an ax and suspended for a moment in the air as if deciding where to fall, Asher stared back. He knew not whether to exult in joy or to weep in sorrow.

      Thoughts of all he possessed flashed through his mind—his wealth, his honor, his high esteem among the people, and his virtue of giving to the poor. A man among men, distinguished with a high position at such a young age, viewed as righteous by all who knew him.

      He now felt devastated, ruined, shamed, and putrefied. And yet he held on, clinging to all he knew—to his pride, to his family’s status, to his riches, to his righteousness. No, he would not let his possessions go. He would hold on. He would continue his good works—including giving alms to the poor—but without selling all. Without following Jesus! What utter foolishness! He thought. Why not keep all? I could continue to give alms to the poor for the rest of my life!

      Asher turned and walked away. But then he looked back… into those eyes… eyes that seemed to glow with love.

      Sadness mingled with anger flooded him as he turned away again. Asher stumbled over the scraggly grass, stones, and sand, distancing himself as fast as he could from the prophet. Heaving sobs threatened to burst forth, but righteous indignation tamped them down.

      Asher stopped again and turned to look back. He observed Jesus turning to the people and exclaiming what he could now hear only faintly, “Children, how hard is it for them that trust in riches to enter into the kingdom of God!”

      Asher could stand it no more. He shoved his way through the crowd, driving himself away from that man… away from the utter shame… away from the unfathomable love.

      Striding onward, he recalled what he had read in the scrolls of the prophet Isaiah, written seven hundred years before. Upon encountering the Lord God Almighty in the temple, Isaiah had cried, “Woe is me! for I am undone; because I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips: for mine eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts.”

      Yes, Asher thought. I feel like Isaiah… a man of unclean lips… a filthy, dirty, and putrified perversion.

      And yet, so desperate to defend his honor against this spiritual onslaught, he clamped his mind shut, sprinting back home.

      Arriving in the courtyard of his family compound, he rushed to his bedroom, shut the door, pulled down the curtains, and tumbled into bed.

      “I will pour myself into my work!” Asher exclaimed to himself as he stared up at the ceiling. “I will increase my holdings. I will not turn away from my riches by following some roving prophet into the desert. No! With my riches, I will pour out ever-increasing alms to the poor, charting my own pathway to Heaven. I will prove that my righteousness as my… as my… ‘Source of All Wealth’ gives to me eternal life—without this Jesus!”

      As Asher lay in bed, the late-afternoon sunlight shining through the sides of the curtains darkened to gray. It then faded to black as he drifted off to sleep.

      In the middle of the night, a large moth fluttered around his face, startling him awake. As he attempted to fall back asleep, the memory of Jesus with his eyes of love returned to Asher.

      For a fleeting moment, he longed to rush back to the prophet—to bow before him, surrendering all.

      But he clamped shut his eyes, driving out the image. To distract his mind, he visualized the numbers he had written the other day into his father’s accounting ledgers. Thoughts of his work soon consumed him, driving out all thoughts of the teacher from Galilee.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Right up the road!

          

          Curiosity overwhelmed any caution

        

      

    

    
      Allen could not believe what he saw on the local TV news Wednesday evening. Protestors had exposed Edgar Bundy Russell, his ultimate boss at Concord Bancor, at a secret meeting of international bankers—and in Richmond, Virginia. Right up the road!

      He sat at the kitchen table reading from his laptop as he bounced Jenn, his four-year-old daughter, on his knee. The other four kids worked on their homework. Emily sat with one of the kids going over math problems.

      Allen rummaged through the toy shelves and found a box of wooden blocks for Jenn. Setting her up in relative contentment, he plunged into research, sifting through news stories about Russell and the other bankers exposed in the Star Ledger’s story.

      “Star Ledger… Star Ledger….” He looked up their website. To his shock and dismay, emblazoned front-and-center across the top of their homepage, he read: “We’ve had a great run these past 80 years. But as of this evening, we have ended our newspaper business. Please write to the email address provided below if you have questions about your subscription.”

      Jessica Riley’s brand-new website had come under Atlanta Media Endeavors’ control.

      ”Astounding!” Allen exclaimed. “Exactly one day ago, this tiny local newspaper exposed a major secret banker meeting and now… poof… it ceases to exist! I gotta research its ownership.”

      After a few clicks, he followed the trail of the paper’s owners up to the banking consortium in NYC. He went back to the Star Ledger’s website to find its editor. Nothing. All staff members scrubbed.

      “Let's see if  I can find Star Ledger archives….” After a few minutes, he found an article written about highway construction around Petersburg by “Caleb Daugherty, Editor.”

      Using Daugherty’s name, he searched more archives, eventually finding Caleb’s Star Ledger email address.

      I hope they haven’t shut down his email, he thought, as he fired off a one-liner, hoping it would get through to Daugherty.

      After pressing send, he scolded himself. What did I just get myself into?

      

      Caleb Daugherty sat at his laptop Wednesday evening. He had just returned home after closing out his Star Ledger office. On the top right of his screen, he spotted the pop-up notification of Allen’s email. He opened the email, read it quickly, and dialed the phone number.

      “Hello?” Allen answered.

      “Hello, Caleb Daugherty here. I read your email.”

      “Wow, you get back fast,” Allen said.

      “What can I do for you?”

      “On a whim, I thought I would try to contact you about your paper shutting down. I saw the announcement on the website.”

      “Okay…” Caleb responded. He felt a little weird. Why had he just called this guy he didn’t know from Adam? His caution kicked in. Should he even trust him? He would stay tight-lipped for the moment.

      Allen continued awkwardly. “I just find it intriguing that your paper shut down so quickly after you published the article about the bankers’ meeting.”

      “How about we meet at Java Dreams on Bearing Street tomorrow morning,” Caleb suggested. He figured if the guy had any ill intent, he wouldn’t do anything in a public place.

      “Okay, I can do that, but I’ll have to get to work by 9 a.m.,” Allen answered.

      “Let’s meet at seven,” Caleb said.

      “Sounds good. See you then.”

      As Caleb hung up, he felt a chill engulf him. Had some thug staked him out, ready to exact revenge? This ‘Allen’ sounded like a nice enough fellow. But he would keep his guard up.

      Allen felt strange too. Yet his curiosity overwhelmed any caution.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            A wild-eyed conspiracy theory

          

          The beginning of a new friendship

        

      

    

    
      Emily got up early that morning to get the children ready for school.

      Allen felt guilty. He needed to help Emily more with the kids. But for now, he would meet this “Caleb” at a coffee shop.

      Allen drove the short distance to Java Dreams. As he got out of his car, a middle-aged man approached him on the sidewalk. “Caleb Daugherty?” Allen asked.

      “Yes.” Caleb gesticulated with his hands for Allen to grab his cell phone, pointing to his pocket and placing a mock phone to his ear. With more hand motions, Caleb encouraged Allen to leave his phone in the car.

      Allen received the message with a silent nod. He placed it under the driver’s seat and locked the door.

      Inside the coffee shop, they ordered and found a corner booth. After exchanging polite inquiries about their backgrounds and comments about the weather. Caleb got to the point. “It seems you have some interest in what happened to my former newspaper.”

      “I do,” Allen said. “But I have to admit that as soon as I pressed send on my email to you, I regretted it.”

      “Same feeling I had when I called you!” Caleb chuckled.

      Allen laughed, too. “And yet… I couldn’t resist. I’ve researched this stuff for years.”

      “What stuff?” Caleb asked.

      “Bankers and money.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, and what happened with the instant shutdown of the Star Ledger after you exposed the meeting… well… it all makes sense.”

      “What makes sense?” Caleb asked.

      “It supports my theory that bankers rule the world. Or at least they rank very high in what I call the ‘New World Order.’ Caleb, I believe these ‘banker-rulers’ shut down your newspaper.”

      Caleb stared fixedly at Allen. “Tell me more. ”

      “I know this might sound like a wild-eyed conspiracy theory, but if you’ll hear me out, I’ll try to explain.”

      “Let me hear it,” Caleb responded sincerely.

      “First, some background. I grew up in a poor family, And today as an adult, I still struggle with money. I can never seem to keep a decent job for any length of time. I constantly sabotage myself whenever I begin to find a modicum of success. And I consider my professional life as basically mediocre. Yet I do possess one silver lining. I know a lot about money. Although, Lord knows how I’ll make any money with this knowledge!” Allen grimaced.

      “When you say ‘the subject of money,’ what do you mean?” Caleb asked.

      “I gobble up every bit of information I can about it. I first spent a few years learning about investing.”

      “I’ve spent a lot of time on that myself.”

      “In my case,” Allen continued. “And I don’t want to judge anyone, including you—I felt my focus on investing led me away from trusting in God.”

      “You mean if you had a bunch of money, you wouldn’t feel any need for God?” Caleb asked.

      “Yes. So after a few years studying investing, I switched over to money’s… you know… its origin… its source.”

      “Source?” Caleb asked.

      “I mean money must have some ‘maker’ per se.”

      “Do you mean the U.S. Mint?”

      “Most people think that. But they think wrong.”

      “How so?”

      “The U.S. Mint prints pieces of paper that represent money—not money itself.”

      “Huh?”

      “I know this sounds confusing,” Allen continued, “but I’ll try to make it simple. You already know we use money to exchange goods and services, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “You could also say we use money to shift obligations in time. In other words, you can sell a cow on one day for $1000 and wait a month to spend that $1000—or only $500 of it—on grain or farm work. With barter, the buyer of the cow has to come up with the grain or farm work right away in exchange for the cow. Thus, the ’shift in time.’”

      “Okay, I understand that.”

      “Like oil in an engine,” Allen explained, “money greases the pathways of exchange between people. An engine without oil seizes up. If we remove money from our economy, it grinds to a halt.”

      “I get that. But what does this have to do with what you call the ‘source’ of money?”

      “Well, it gets interesting here,” Allen said as he leaned toward Caleb and lowered his voice. “Almost no one knows how ‘money’ first blooms into existence—maybe not one in a thousand.”

      “What do you mean?” Caleb asked, now intrigued.

      “You remember I said that the U.S. Mint prints only ‘representatives’ of money.  But I’ll tell you more: the government plays no part in bringing money into existence at all. It only brings its representatives into existence—not the money itself.”

      “The government doesn’t bring money into existence? Then who does?” Caleb queried.

      “Private banks,” Allen answered, “including the ultimate private bank over them all—the Federal Reserve System.”

      “Wait a minute. I thought the government owns the Federal Reserve. ‘Federal,’ right?”

      “Wrong!” Allen exclaimed. “Our government—‘We the People’—do not own the Federal Reserve. Private bankers own it—and only big private bankers. They control all of its shares.”

      “Private bankers create money? I can’t believe it.”

      “Believe it. And when you read in the Bible that the borrower serves the lender, you’ll know exactly who owns our government. We the People don’t own it—although we once did.”

      “Okay,” Caleb said, scratching his chin. “But I still don’t get what you mean when you say that dollar bills printed by the Mint only represent money. What backs dollars, then?”

      “Ahhh, the story gets very interesting here—and complex. I think I can help you grasp it by giving you an example: Let’s say you go to a car dealer and behold the gleaming sports car of your dreams. You decide to buy it. What would the vast majority of people do at that moment?”

      “I imagine they’d call their bank for a loan,” Caleb answered.

      “Yes. And if the bank approves, they’ll hand the buyer a check for, let’s say, $40,000.”

      “Okay, I follow you.”

      “Now, I have a question for you, Caleb.”

      “Throw it at me.”

      “Where did the bank come up with the $40,000 for the borrower? Did it come from green bills lying in the bank’s vault?”

      “I would assume so.”

      “No. That money sprang into existence out of nothing. In other words, before the loan agreement, that $40,000 did not exist—or at least 90% of it didn’t. A 10% ‘fractional reserve’ may have existed in their bank vaults, but no more than that.”

      “But how can the bank loan out money that doesn’t exist?”

      “By magic.”

      “Magic?”

      “They use the magic wand of the computer keyboard to type it into existence.”

      “That sounds like counterfeiting,” Caleb gasped.

      “Oh,” Allen responded, his face mockingly sober, “Not if the government allows it.”

      “But I thought you’d said bankers control the government… ohhhh… wait a minute. Now I get it.”

      “Uh-huh. You do indeed. And when you grasp this, you’ll understand that all—and I do mean all—money today comes into existence via the issuance of loans. These green dollar bills represent these loan obligations—these signed agreements by the car buyers, or any other kind of buyer, to pay back their loans. Real money consists of these ‘promise to pay’ documents because they represent real value—like a car. If the buyer defaults, the bank owns the car—an actual product, something of intrinsic value.”

      “So, lemme get this straight. You say that banks lend all money into existence, right? But what happens when people pay back their loans?” Caleb queried.

      “You’ve asked the $64,000 question. And the answer gives you the key to the ultimate evil of our monetary system. Here goes: When this man pays back his car loan in full, that ‘promise to pay’ I’d told you about no longer has any value. It becomes worthless. That money ‘lent into existence’ vanishes from existence. The $40,000 no longer exists in the monetary system. You could call the ‘extinguishing’ of a loan a ‘deflationary event.’ The monetary system has ‘lost’ that money. When the loan first began, we had an ‘inflationary’ event—adding money to the system. You’d think with all these loans starting and ending each day, the money supply would remain stable—neither inflation nor deflation. Right?”

      “It would seem so.”

      “But now I want to introduce you to the truly diabolical nature of our worldwide monetary structure. I call it our ‘Satanic’ monetary system.”

      “What do you mean, ‘Satanic?’”

      “I mean that as long as any loan remains ‘outstanding’—not yet paid off—we still have inflationary money sloshing around, jacking up prices. We have loan agreements—‘promises to pay’—which banks can buy and sell. And as you’ve just heard, when a person pays back the whole loan, he extinguishes—he erases—that money from the system.”

      “Okay, I think I get it so far,” Caleb said, “but I still don’t see why you call this ‘evil’ or ‘Satanic.’”

      “I call it that because these giant bankers who own the Fed have given themselves the power to create all the money in the world. Almost every country in the world uses U.S. dollars to back their currencies. They call this ‘dollar reserves.’ If every debtor in the world pays back his outstanding loan at once, we would have no more money left in the entire world! These banker-criminals have blackmailed all humanity into debt slavery by design. If we all got out of debt at once, the entire global economy would grind to a halt. All ‘money’ would disappear. We would have to go back to primitive bartering.”

      “A week ago, if you’d told me this, I would have called you a conspiracy nut. But after I saw how they tried to shut Kyle up—and how they shut down my newspaper, I… well… I think I believe what you just told me.”

      “It gets even worse,” Allen continued. “Their evil knows no bounds. Since every debtor has to pay interest on each loan, we as a worldwide population can never pay off these loans. We don’t have enough money in the entire world to pay off every loan’s principal amount plus every loan’s interest. We only have enough for the principal. So a debtor has to rob Peter to pay back Paul to pay off his loan’s principal plus interest. He has to find some way to scrounge up enough money from somewhere to pay it back. Where do you think that money comes from?”

      Caleb thought for a moment. His eyes widened. “The money must come from… from money that some other bank lent into existence… from another loan… with interest charged on that loan, too! I can see now why you call it a diabolical system!”

      “You got it!” Allen exclaimed. “As a result, debtors throughout the entire world can never pay off all their loans. We don't have enough to pay off the total worldwide principal plus interest. The total amount of money in the world at any given moment consists only of the principal owed. Like I said, the debtor has to rob Peter—to cover his interest payments—to pay back Paul.”

      Caleb shook his head in wonder.

      Allen continued. “The money supply continues to grow and grow because debtors must find more and more money—money lent into existence requiring interest payments—to pay off their interest. In my estimation, this gigantic debt-bubble of outstanding debt has passed a quadrillion dollars.”

      “A quadrillion dollars!”

      “Yes. And the debt will only grow faster. We have a classic Ponzi scheme on our hands. We take out evermore interest-requiring loans to pay back interest-requiring loans. I only wonder when this 'credit inflation bubble' will pop.”

      “Could it go on inflating forever?”

      “I had thought about that possibility, but I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because, worldwide, we’ve passed a critical juncture. The amount of interest owed now likely exceeds the total principal owed. And that ratio between the interest owed and principal owed will only grow—exponentially! The interest owed will soon dwarf the amount of principal owed. The principal owed will soon become microscopic relative to the interest owed.”

      “Incredible!”

      “Think of it as a steam boiler building up more and more pressure. For a while, it can contain the steam, but as the pressure increases, a tiny spout shoots out—still manageable. But then another spout and another and another—the pressure always increasing. One day that boiler will explode with jagged hot metal flying everywhere—destroying everything around it! Even now, you can see steam leaks all over the place with our monetary system. Interest payments on government debt exceed all other government costs. This boiler will explode soon and I can’t even imagine the devastation.

      “Caleb,” Allen continued as he lowered his voice. “I think the big bankers ruling our world want this boiler to explode. They want to take a sledgehammer to it by instigating a worldwide crisis. They know confidence and hope run our economy. So when the people lose confidence, they hoard everything of value. And when they hoard, the economy grinds to a halt. When the economy halts, almost the entire world will have to default on their debts. Money will disappear in the hundreds of trillions. The world economy will seize up like an engine without oil. We'll have a total financial catastrophe for billions of people.”

      “Amazing,” Caleb gasped.

      “One of their hirelings once said, ‘Never let a crisis go to waste.’ They’ll do what they’ve always done: Create a crisis and provide a solution: the Hegelian Dialect. These fiends will first destroy the economy of the world using some crisis like a pandemic or a war and then offer their preplanned ‘solution.’”

      “What solution?” Caleb asked.

      Allen paused for effect. “These people want to rule the entire world. As their ‘solution,’ I think they’ll set up a one-world government. We'll also have a one-world currency. This ‘New World Order’ will use the Central Bank Digital Currency as its ‘operating system.’ People in their financial desperation will grab onto it hook, line, and sinker. At the Tower of Babel, the hunter Nimrod tried to unite the world by building a tower to heaven. These bankers today want to build a new Tower of Babel from which they’ll control everything and everyone.”

      “Here I have to interject,” Caleb stated. “I don’t read the Bible much and I don’t know how much I should believe.”

      “Whether you follow the Bible or not, you can see how diabolical individuals control our ‘world system’ via the money supply.”

      Caleb recalled again how the bankers had sent their goons to knock off Kyle Hathcock. “I can’t say I disagree with you.”

      Caleb surprised Allen with his quick willingness to believe him. Most folks would have written off what he’d shared as a batch of conspiracy lunacy. But Caleb had tasted the bankers’ wrath.

      “I appreciate your teaching me this,” Caleb said. “You talk like an encyclopedia.”

      “I find it fascinating.” Allen blushed. Then he added. “You’ve lost your job and your newspaper. If I can help you in any way…I don’t have much, but I could offer you a listening ear, at least.” His missionary heart kicked in.

      “Thanks. That means a lot.”

      “Why don’t I pray for you?” Allen offered. He knew people with little interest in the Christian faith rarely refused a prayer.

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      “God, I cry out to you, now!” Allen prayed, startling Caleb with his bold tone. “Protect this man with your mighty hand! Shield him from the forces of evil in this world. Help him now that he’s lost his job. Please give him new work. And help him to find You in the midst of his hardships. In Jesus’ name, Amen.”

      “Short and sweet. Thank you,” Caleb said with sincerity.

      “I’d like to keep in touch. Could we meet again for coffee?”

      “Sure, let’s do that.”

      They made plans to get together in about a week at Java Dreams again—without cell phones of course.

      They spent the last few minutes at the table sipping coffee and talking about job ideas for Caleb.

      The beginning of a new friendship.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Bungling inferiors

          

          A tempest in a teapot

        

      

    

    
      The Dark Master Lucifer canceled his journey across the water to America. The fiasco in Richmond had angered him. He would not deign to meet with his bungling inferiors there. Instead, he sent two high-ranking devils to fly across the Atlantic with a message for Liwanu, the High Prince of North America. Each of these courtiers to Satan equaled Liwanu in prestige and power.

      Standing before Liwanu in Richmond, one of the monstrous creatures stated, “Our master will demand your immediate replacement if you do not fix this.”

      Liwanu boiled inside with terror and rage, while his face emanated stoic calm. “I will satisfy my Master with a terrible vengeance upon those who caused this,” he responded.

      “You had better!” The second hulking demon shot back.

      After their warning to the Prince of North America, the two ascended into the sky and flew eastward across the ocean.

      

      At that moment, Allen, having departed from his meeting with Caleb Daugherty, shuddered inside. What brought on that feeling? he asked himself.

      Across town, Pastor Rick, his wife Anna, and Kyle Hathcock’s mom Nicole also trembled.

      “I’ll get lots of people to pray for you and Kyle,” Rick assured Nicole. He called on his cell phone to the church secretary, “Margaret, I’d like you to post a message on our social platforms and send out a mass email.”

      “I can do that,” she said.

      “One of the members of our church—I don’t feel free to share her name over the phone—has faced a major crisis in her and her son’s life. I’d like you to ask the church members to pray that the Lord raises up mighty protection for her and her son—and for this whole town.”

      “I’ll send out a message right away,” Margaret responded.

      “Thanks.”

      With Margaret’s promulgation of Pastor Rick’s request, over two hundred church members—mostly retirees—soon got down on their knees and began to pray for this woman and her son.  They prayed for the protection of the church. They prayed for Pastor Rick. And they prayed for God’s protection over their town from Satan’s attacks.

      Pastor Rick then phoned several other pastors in town and urged them to call their church members to pray, as well. The pastors did so and hundreds more believers throughout Petersburg began lifting prayers.

      

      The ten bankers and the other high-ranking attendees met the next morning for their final meeting day. A consensus had arisen amongst them via the guidance of their Ascended Masters the evening before. They would continue full-speed ahead with their war planning.

      Even Jean Lampart had turned a corner—at least for now. He stated, “As you know, I have expressed grave concerns about this ‘Event.’ But I will follow the chosen path.”

      These “masters of the universe” bankers held few emotional insecurities. Psychopaths every one of them, they possessed no consciences to prick. Normal human emotions did not control these “perfectly freed up” men of power. Even Lampart’s recent concerns had come up only out of a desire to save his skin—not from any compassion toward the soon-warring peoples.

      The local stations had reported Wally O’Brian’s antics with a high degree of accuracy. But after a few phone calls, the national news outlets received ironclad guidance that immediate damage control must commence. Major networks would cover the debacle as a mere kerfuffle—a tempest in a teapot. Nothing more than a few conspiracy kooks stirred up by some wild rumor. “Move along folks. Nothing to see here.” And the submissive American public would buy it—or, at least the bankers hoped they would.

      Edgar Russell dismissed the Federal Reserve leaders, Mandell Freeman and Sandy Delano, as well as the Presidential Cabinet members, senators, and military leaders from the meeting room. With only the ten bankers still present, he stated, “I share Mr. Lampart’s newfound confidence. General Benedict Lemnitzer will deliver a speech in Washington. The time has come to move forward with the Event.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            “I speak for the president”

          

          Wally O’Brian smells a rat

        

      

    

    
      Order the book for a friend: https://soaw.mysamcart.com/checkout/source-of-all-wealth-novel-ebook

      

      General Benedict R. Lemnitzer, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, called a press conference.

      On screens across the nation, viewers watched live as he stepped up to a Department of Defense podium. “I speak for the president when I state that we must respond to China’s continued aggression with vigilance. We must maintain freedom of the seas in the Western Pacific, the East China Sea, and the South China Sea. The president has directed me to begin talks with the island of Taiwan. We intend to establish a small Marine Corps base on one of its coastal areas.”

      With that pause in his announcement, a flurry of press corps people stood up and shouted out questions as flash bulbs blazed.

      “Where exactly will you build the base in Taiwan?” One reporter queried.

      “We can’t yet say at the moment.”

      After several more questions met with several more evasive answers by the good General, the press conference concluded.

      The announcement triggered the predicted response from the Chinese Communists: outrage. The social networks of China lit up like Christmas trees. Hundreds of millions of infuriated users demanded that the government stand against this affront to national pride.

      Liwanu, the High Prince of North America, had dodged a bullet. General Lemnitzer’s announcement had assuaged his master’s wrath for the moment.

      

      Taariq, the Morning Star of East Asia, along with his courtiers, planned to do their part in fomenting the conflict from their side of the globe.

      Taariq knew he would have to contend with soldiers of the Enemy—angelic warriors within China itself. Since the nineteen fifties, tens of millions of new believers in Jesus Christ had arisen in the thick of communist persecution. To Taariq's immense frustration, the more his communist minions persecuted Christians, the more they multiplied like rabbits.

      

      In response to General Lemnitzer’s announcement, the Communist Chinese government ordered that all Americans leave China within two weeks.

      Unbeknownst to the Red authorities, word of this order spread amongst Chinese Christians from city to city. Out of range of government monitors tracking their cell phones, millions of believers gathered across the land to pray. Multitudes of angels in the East surged with power.

      

      Wally O’Brian of ATTN basked in the glow of his new-found attention. After having performed his escapade of busting into the bankers’ meeting, his audience had tripled in size.

      With General Lemnitzer’s pronouncement about the Marine base in Taiwan, Wally smelled a rat. He had not seen the General during the ambush at the hotel, but the timing of the announcement… the timing. Could it relate to the Richmond bankster meeting?

      He shared these theories with his audience during an “Emergency Friday Broadcast.”

      One caller ranted, “Wally, you and I both know these banksters love to foment war. They wanna force our government to borrow tons of money by gittin’ us to fight with the Chicoms!”

      “Absolutely!” Wally chimed. “In my gut, I suspect something mighty suspicious goin' on. I’ve studied up on General Lemnitzer. Establishment all the way. He joined the Council on Foreign Relations a decade ago. And he's attended Bilderberg every year since 2016.”

      “We’ve gotta do something about this!” The irate caller shouted. “Or they’ll make us send our boys into another bankers’ war! Like cannon fodder! And those Chicoms got nukes!”

      “Yeah, I know what you mean! We have got to spread the word to liberty-loving folks all across America!” Wally shouted into his 1940s-style platinum-plated microphone.

      “Keep it up, Wally! And I’ll tell my friends about this. God bless ya, man!” The caller yelled as he hung up.

      “See ya, bro!” Wally rumbled.

      To his listeners, he shouted, “We gotta stand up to these bankster tyrants! They plan to con us into another war! When will the sheeple wake up!” With that, he broke for a commercial hawking storable food and fallout shelters.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Clouds condensing in the blue sky

          

          Conspiracy… Aficionados

        

      

    

    
      Jessica Riley grieved over the loss of the Star Ledger. The shock of the old paper’s demise stung her deeply.

      Sitting in her parents’ sunroom, she’d searched through job websites and sent out half-hearted résumés to media-tech companies. She also cycled through news sites and blogs. Thoughts formed in her mind like clouds condensing in the blue sky. Blogs… news sites… sharing articles… marketing. She groped for a term she had heard a while back… something about marketing. Network marketing? No… not that. Marketing… affiliation. Yes! Affiliate Marketing!

      She thought, If I could set up a blog and get advertisements on it, I could generate income. And, who better than Caleb as a copywriter for it?

      She called her former boss.

      “Hey Jessica,” he answered.

      “Have you ever heard of ‘Affiliate Marketing?’”

      “Rings a bell, but I can’t say I know much.”

      “I had a thought about setting up a blog themed on a specific topic. For example, I could set up a website giving advice on natural cancer treatment and attract supplement makers to advertise on it. Whenever they make a sale from our website, we’d get a percentage.”

      “It sounds simple, but I imagine we’d face stiff competition,” Caleb observed.

      “If we could find a specialized topic, it might work,” Jessica said as she thought aloud.

      “How about writing up a business plan.”

      “I will. I’ll get on it this weekend.”

      “You know,” Caleb pondered. “We’d want to find a subject that interests a large-sized chunk of readers.”

      “Yes, but at the same time, we’d want to niche it. If we went too broad, it wouldn’t attract anybody.”

      “Wait! I just thought of something. Something we might want to seize upon right now.”

      “What do you mean?” Jessica asked.

      “I mean that you and I have become famous within a certain niche community—already!”

      “What do you mean? What community?”

      “The conspiracy theory community—from our article about the bankers! We had both our names on the article and copies have spread all over the internet. I’ll bet millions of people now know of us as the ones who put together the article.”

      “But what do we know about conspiracy theories? How could we write a blog on that?”

      “You and I couldn’t do it, but I might know someone who could.”

      “Who?”

      “As luck would have it,” Caleb related, “just yesterday I had coffee with a guy who knows a ton about conspiracies—especially banker conspiracies. We could leverage our temporary fame to introduce him to readers.”

      “How did you meet him?”

      “After he heard the Star Ledger had shut down, he found my email address on the web. He’d read our article about the bankers just before it got deleted. He says he has—get this—a hobby of studying big bankers. He wanted to talk to me about what happened.”

      “What a strange hobby,” Jessica observed.

      “The guy talks like a walking encyclopedia about ‘the bankers who rule the world,’” Caleb spoke with flourish.

      “Interesting.”

      “Yeah, and after what happened to us and our paper, I might just agree with him! He explained a whole lot to me yesterday—and it made sense.”

      “Can we trust him? I don’t know if I want to work with some conspiracy kook.”

      “I hear you, Jessica, but I like him. He used to work as a missionary in Thailand where he’d helped human trafficking victims.”

      “Oh, a religious guy.”

      “You could say that, but he seemed nice enough—and sane enough—as far as I could tell. He has a family and sounds pretty stable.”

      “I’ve told you before, Caleb, I don’t like to talk about religion and sometimes I find these people… a bit intolerant.”

      “I understand.”

      “But… I sure would like to work again,” she said. “Do you really think he could leverage our ‘fame’ with the conspiracy nuts… I mean, ‘aficionados?’”

      “I’ll contact him and see what he thinks about our idea,” Caleb pledged.

      “Okay, I look forward to hearing how it goes.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Edgar Meditating

          

          A Necessary Sacrifice

        

      

    

    
      With the fiasco more than a week behind him, Edgar Russell had barely broken his stride in planning for the Event.  His practice each day of “connecting with the Universal Consciousness” enabled him to control—to “center”—his emotions.

      Years ago, Edgar had commissioned the renovation of a room next to his corner office overlooking Central Park in New York City. This “meditation space” served him well during his communings with the Ascended Masters. Since the meeting in Richmond, he had spent hours each day in contact with the Beings.

      

      Following his time of meditation, Edgar viewed a mainstream news anchorman on TV parroting the correct narrative to the American people: “China, with its relentless belligerence in the Western Pacific, will soon become intolerable to the United States.”

      Edgar knew that for decades, thousands of programs and articles had passed before the eyes of the American people, declaring the “inevitability” of war with China, and preparing them to acquiesce once conflict ensued. The fuel for this conflagration required only the lighting of a fuse now. Proposing a U.S. Marine base in Taiwan had struck the match which would ignite a flame. That flame would burn down the wick toward the propellant, exploding the world into a war whose outcome few could imagine.

      Edgar’s desk phone rang, interrupting his thoughts.

      “Yes,” he answered.

      “General Lemnitzer here, getting back to you, sir. You wanted to speak with me?”

      “General, I understand the president’s recalcitrance over this matter. But I want you to keep up the pressure. Don’t give in. We’ll keep you protected. This will not get out of hand for you or your family.”

      “I understand, sir,” the General responded. ”But I face a lot of pressure every day. Some members of Congress want my head over this.”

      “I’ll take care of Congress. You need to keep the president on course. He cannot back down on the Marine base.”

      “Yes, sir. I know.”

      “Goodbye.” Edgar laid down his receiver.

      “Goodbye, sir,” the General answered to a dead phone line.

      Edgar stood up from his desk and walked to his window. Looking out over the city, he felt confidence settling upon him. His time in meditation with his spirit guides had quieted his emotions. The general’s call in no way interrupted this equilibrium. He had the situation well in hand.

      Very soon… very soon… he could feel it in his bones… he would realize Cecil Rhodes’ dream. He would bring every portion of the habitable world under one authority. The last vestiges of national sovereignty would crumble to dust.

      The thought of over a billion souls perishing in the flames of war to achieve this did not concern him—a “necessary sacrifice.” What had that television character articulated decades ago? The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few. And the “many” in this case included more than mere humanity. It encompassed the earth itself.  Yes. The billions soon to die would fuel the greater good… the exultant good… of a world… a sustainable world… forever at peace under one sovereign.

      He knew he would not rule. His Masters had made that clear. But he would stand beside that yet unknown ruler.

      Tomorrow he planned to call the president. That should settle General Lemnitzer’s anxieties.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Leonard R. Burkham

          

          Edgar Calls

        

      

    

    
      Leonard R. Burkham’s father, Senator Averell M. Burkham, gave Leonard a surname that ensured a life of privilege which included gaining admission into Princeton and Boston University.

      After a stint at a pharmaceutical firm, he ran successfully for Congress. Lasting only one term, he spent the next few years lobbying for pharmaceutical firms. But politics drew him back. He won the Lieutenant Governorship from his adopted state, Virginia. Four years later he ascended to the Governor’s mansion.

      Bursting with confidence, Leonard Burkham sank $2 billion into a failed presidential run. But with the help of friends, Burkham did land the Vice Presidential nomination.  He won that election alongside a very unconventional character—President-elect Dennis Hall.

      Dennis Hall had campaigned to “Take on the Deep State.” Internet-fueled populism gave him an end-run around Establishment media. And Burkham rode to victory beside him.

      Hall’s election triumph infuriated individuals like Edgar Russell and Paul Hölzer. They refused to allow this upstart to undo more than a century of planning. Between Election Day and Inauguration Day, researchers scoured the nation, plowing up any dirt they could find on Hall.

      A member of Hall’s 1983 law class at the University of Virginia came forth, revealing a “secret” he claimed Hall had buried. Apparently, the president-elect, during his college years, had joined a secret society engaging in burnt animal sacrifice—torturing cats and dogs in a quest for “spiritual power.” Hall floundered under a firestorm of accusations. His attempts at denial did nothing to stem the tsunami of indignation.

      “The Deep State paid off these people to accuse me!” Dennis Hall shouted into a microphone. But two-thirds of the nation had set its heart against him. If he went ahead with the inauguration, a Constitutional crisis would tumble the nation into chaos. In early January, still denying the accusations, Hall announced his resignation as president-elect.

      Vice President-elect Leonard R. Burkham swept into office. In his inauguration speech, he called for national healing, restoration, and all the other pallid platitudes his Establishment-provided speech-writers thought appealing. His Deep State controllers considered Leonard—or “Harried Larry” as some called him—an owned man.

      But would he stay owned?

      For the next two and a half years, to the shock and dismay of his benefactors, he followed through on Hall’s platforms. He tightened up immigration, pulled troops from abroad, and lowered taxes. Had he turned against his caste?

      Conversations began to circulate among the higher-ups that they might have another JFK on their hands. John F. Kennedy had tried to wrench himself free from his pedigree with his silver-backed dollars and his plan to pull out of Vietnam—and thus met his fate accordingly.

      The Establishmentarians did manage to orchestrate Burkham’s selection for Vice President: Lyman Murray. They had so much dirt on Murray that one false move would land him in jail for the rest of his life.

      High-powered players placed within Burkham’s administration made sure to communicate their controllers’ displeasure. His too-long-lasting loyalty to Hall’s principles had inflamed them. Enough already!

      

      The phone on the Resolute Desk in the Oval Office rang. Leonard knew Edgar Bundy Russell wanted to speak with him about his less than wholehearted support for the Marine base in Taiwan.

      The amount of time he allowed it to ring would correspond with Edgar’s level of displeasure.

      He picked up the phone.

      “Larry, you know how we need to proceed. Please do so.”

      “No more ‘Mr. President’ anymore?” Burkham chided.

      “We’ve long since passed these formalities,” Edgar answered in cold fury.

      “Mr. Russell, you have to understand my misgivings.”

      “Your misgivings do not affect what must occur. Tomorrow evening, you will speak to the American public. Tell them that we will proceed with the construction of the Marine base.”

      Edgar’s words—like a force of nature—demanded compliance.

      “I understand,” the president answered.

      Edgar Russell hung up.

      Leonard R. Burkham would have a difficult time sleeping that night.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            A camel caravan

          

          First Century Jerusalem

        

      

    

    
      Asher’s father Levi instructed him to meet with a camel caravan recently arrived from the Parthian Empire east of Palestine.

      

      The Parthians, a remnant of the once mighty Persian empire, had fought against Rome in several skirmishes. Each time, Rome had retired with its tail between its legs. The Parthians’ mastery of archery on horseback confounded the metal-laden Roman legionnaires. Unlike the Germanic tribes, the Parthians had inherited a multi-century tradition of engineering and technology. With this neighbor to the East, Rome had wisely settled for trade rather than conquest.

      

      Levi had become an expert in commerce with the Parthians. This expertise made him a contender against the one merchant clan in Jerusalem that surpassed Levi in wealth.

      That family’s younger generation seemed intent on spending its forefathers’ riches rather than increasing them—jeopardizing their clan’s position as the richest in Jerusalem.

      Not so with Asher, son of Levi.  Learning from his father’s expertise, and using his youth, skills, and ability to cultivate strategic partnerships, he planned to double—even triple—his father’s holdings.

      Asher had developed a practice of focusing on one goal to the exclusion of all else. For example, he had recently set a three-month goal of earning two hundred denarius profit. So far, he had earned only sixty. Time to pick up the pace.

      “Send in the Parthians,” he ordered his chief clerk. Asher would help his father Levi make much profit today.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            In another arena

          

          Burst of popularity

        

      

    

    
      Allen neared the completion of his bank-teller training at Concord Bancor, Petersburg. The instruction he received from his supervisor, Corey Wilson, enabled him to pass all his tests. Allen liked Corey, whose enthusiasm for banking motivated him to pour himself into the job.

      “Do you feel confident you can meet with bank customers on your own now?” Corey asked Allen.

      “Sure. Susan’s helped me a ton. And I’ll know who to call if I hit any problems.”

      “Let’s set you up,” Corey said.

      For the rest of his workday, Allen conducted his duties without a slip-up.

      That afternoon as he drove home, Allen’s thoughts turned to recent developments in another arena. Caleb Daugherty had asked Allen if he would write copy for a blog about “big bankers.” Allen agreed to try.

      Doubting Concord Bancor would enjoy his articles’ criticism of the mega-bankers, he decided to use the name “Jackson Lincoln.” He wanted to honor the two presidents—Andrew Jackson and Abraham Lincoln—who had taken on the mega-bankers of their day.

      Allen found he had a flair for writing, perhaps because he’d spent nearly every spare minute of his free time reading. Within a few days, Allen had written two articles. Both met with positive responses from readers.

      Jessica Riley, the intelligent but standoffish young lady to whom Caleb had introduced Allen, tracked the articles’ readership using online tools. Capitalizing on the popularity of the first two articles, she contacted sellers of fall-out shelters, natural supplements, and wilderness survival gear, giving them the opportunity to market through the site. Advertisers began to respond with interest.

      All this in just a week.

      Allen’s new copywriting gig hadn’t brought in any money yet, and it cut into family time. But who knew? With the blog’s initial burst of popularity and Jessica’s marketing efforts, it might turn into a paying business.

      When he arrived home from the bank, Allen noticed that Emily looked stressed out. Their two oldest had just fought a heated argument. The other kids had left the house a mess with paper-cutting crafts and glitter scattered all over the floor.  Time to dive in and help out. Within an hour, he and Emily had resolved the arguments and helped the kids clean up their messes. The family enjoyed a peaceful dinner that evening.

      

      Later, with the younger kids in bed and the older ones working on their homework, Allen grabbed a yellow legal pad and pen. He sat beside Emily in the living room and began belting out his next blog article.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Restoring Money to “We the People”

          

          Allen’s “Jackson Lincoln” blog

        

      

    

    
      “Those who manipulate [the] unseen mechanism of society constitute an invisible government which is the true ruling power of our country. We are governed, our minds are molded, our tastes formed, our ideas suggested, largely by men we have never heard of… in almost every act of our lives whether in the sphere of politics or business in our social conduct or our ethical thinking, we are dominated by the relatively small number of persons who understand the mental processes and social patterns of the masses. It is they who pull the wires that control the public mind, who harness old social forces and contrive new ways to bind and guide the world.” —Edward Bernays, author of Propaganda, published in 1928

      

      From what I shared in my blog post last week, the giant bankers of the world collude to rule over the American people and—by extension—the world. For example, Concord Bancor has spent over a hundred years consolidating power. If you read its history, you will observe a large family bank transforming itself into the colossus of today—gobbling up local and regional banks at a blistering pace.

      We’ve reached the point in the United States where a small cluster of companies control over two-thirds of finance. The remaining smaller banks and investment houses hang on for dear life, while the giants seek to devour them, too.

      Bankers control both major political parties and use the media to blind us to their power.

      Republicans argue for lower taxes and fewer restrictions on businesses. Democrats argue for the redistribution of wealth from the rich to the poor. But neither party argues for the restoration of money to the people. Neither party argues for abolishing the private “Federal” Reserve banking cartel.

      This “Fed” skims off a huge percentage of our national wealth via the inflation it creates, handing it to our financial oligarchs. Our country never has enough money to go around, so Democrats and Republicans fight like vultures over the scraps left by the “male lion” bankers.

      What can We the People do about this travesty? What if We the People could gain full access to the wealth that we create rather than turning over huge stolen chunks of it to these financial tyrants?

      Proverbs 22:7 states, “The rich ruleth over the poor, and the borrower is servant to the lender.”

      Our American government borrows from a lender. But which lender? In large part, our government borrows from the private, banker-owned, “Federal” Reserve.

      Does our government serve We the People? Look at Proverbs 22:7 again. According to this verse, our government serves these mega-bankers. Not us. Because it borrows from them!

      Congress goes to the Fed with a “request for a loan”—a.k.a., a Treasury Bill—and begs the banker-owned “Federal” Reserve to lend it money. It does this to avoid asking voters for more tax money. With a few clicks on the keyboard, the Fed “creates” this money. With this brand new money, it “buys” the Treasury Bill and provides a loan to the government. We the People now owe the principal plus interest on this “money” that did not exist a moment ago.

      Where will that money come from to pay the interest?  Do you think our government’s intake of tax revenue will satiate this debt-monster?

      This “tax money” that We the People pay—extracted from the blood, sweat, and tears of our labor—exists only because a bank somewhere (large or small) has lent this “money” into existence via loans. In other words, the bankers force the American people to “pay off” this Fed-created loan with “money” that had only “come into existence” via bank loans.

      Ladies and Gentlemen, I call this a Ponzi scheme!

      Now do you understand why our nation’s debt approaches forty trillion dollars?

      Now do you understand why We the People will NEVER pay off this monstrosity—this absurdity?

      The elites love to foist the word “sustainability” upon us day and night. How about we apply this word to them? How about we take our monetary system out of their hands and place it back into our own hands—replacing the unsustainable system they own with a sustainable system that We the People own.

      We as a nation know how to do this because we’ve done it before.

      When the Civil War began in the early 1860s, President Abraham Lincoln needed money to fund the North’s fight against the South. He went to the New York bankers and begged them to lend war funds. They agreed—but at over thirty percent interest.

      So Lincoln side-stepped the New York bankers. He funded the war using non-debt Greenbacks. The Treasury Department paid soldiers with these Greenbacks instead of borrowing from any private “Federal Reserve.”

      The bankers went berserk.

      When the war ended in 1865, Lincoln planned to issue more Greenbacks to fund the reconstruction. But it never happened. With John Wilkes Booth’s assassination bullet, the Greenback dream commenced its slow demise, despite the bills holding up their intrinsic monetary value for several more decades. America eventually came under the New York bankers’ full yoke of slavery with the founding of the Federal Reserve in 1913. And the Greenbacks went away.

      We need to abolish this private “Federal” Reserve. It only got started in 1913—137 years after 1776. We can end it today! We have the ability to issue our own debt-free currency via the Treasury Department—a department that We the People own and control. Abraham Lincoln did it. And we can do it again today—without causing any inflation!

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            “Right on, Jackson Lincoln!”

          

          Nicole & Kyle Hathcock leave town

        

      

    

    
      Allen sent the article to Caleb who edited it. Jessica launched it into the blogosphere. Like Allen’s previous articles, the comments roared in….

      “Right on, Jackson Lincoln! Keep ‘em coming!”

      “We need to get this out to more and more people!”

      “We need to shut down these trillion-dollar thieves at the private ‘Fed!’”

      

      “I feel like I learn a ton every week,” Jessica said to Caleb. “As much as I disagree with Allen’s religious beliefs, I find myself agreeing with him about the immorality of the Fed. I love how he brings Democrats and Republicans together against the Wall Street bankers!”

      “I know what you mean,” Caleb agreed.

      Both of them had decided to make the blog a full-time job. The trauma of the Star Ledger’s instant shut-down had put neither of them in the mood for job hunting. They agreed, along with Allen, that if the blog could not generate enough revenue within several months, they would try something else. But so far, its popularity seemed to grow.

      

      Stephen Hood’s failure to take out Kyle Hathcock infuriated his superiors. Signal intelligence conducted by cryptographic specialists at the Network’s Maryland headquarters revealed that Kyle Hathcock had indeed phoned the Petersburg Star Ledger during the week of the bankers’ meeting in Richmond. Had Hood succeeded in eliminating Hathcock, the reporters Caleb Daugherty and Jessica Riley would never have written their article. And the fiasco of Wally O’Brian’s entry into the hotel conference room never would have occurred.

      Hood received orders to drive to a vast Network-owned complex buried under a wooded area in West Virginia. Interrogators there examined him for days about what had transpired outside the Hathcock’s home.

      Hood’s failure threatened to unravel decades of planning. To put out the fire, the Network ordered its hirelings in the mainstream media to promote the following narrative: “The forced entry by the conspiracy lunatics at the banker meeting in Richmond caused a meaningless hullabaloo. The desperate fools barged into a dry conference for the discussion of banking and government policy. Yawn.”

      To neutralize the alternative media, Network-owned “fact checkers” blitzed its reporting. Also, AI-generated “users” flooded their platforms, attempting to discredit them by propagating wacky theories about grey aliens and reptilian shape-shifters conspiring in Richmond to blow up the planet.

      The Network bullied Big Tech into suppressing posts about the meeting, shunting them to the unsearchable corners of their platforms.

      But the Jackson Lincoln blog only grew. It had developed such a strong word-of-mouth following that readers thwarted all Network attempts to stifle it. Even the difficulty in finding the blog on the Network-controlled search engines confirmed people’s suspicion that the big boys wanted to suppress it. Its popularity grew like wildfire.

      

      Stephen Hood knew that his career—and his life—hung in the balance. He would have to prove his usefulness to the Network again. But how?

      “You have to look at my stellar record,” Stephen implored to his interrogator.

      “My supervisors want to know why you failed in such a simple operation,” the interrogator demanded. “Your blundering could set back our organization for years! If the people barging into the meeting had found incriminating documents, they would have exposed our planning of the Event! We’ll send you to Switzerland to recuperate from your broken ankle. You’ll also receive ‘advanced indoctrination.’ If you screw up again, I cannot vouch for your safety.”

      Within days, Hood turned in his car to the Network and rode a taxi to Dulles International Airport. There he took a flight to Geneva, Switzerland.

      

      Had Kyle Hathcock known of Hood’s departure, he would have heaved a sigh of relief.

      He continued to reside at the home of the retired prison guard, Bruce Oubre. Though Bruce welcomed him, Kyle felt ill at ease about overstaying. So, he asked Bruce to call Pastor Rick to have him bring his mother over.

      Upon arrival, the group discussed where Kyle and Nicole should go long term. With an apparent price on their heads, the two felt exposed in Petersburg.

      The group decided to move Kyle and Nicole out of state. Pastor Rick had a friend in Mena, Arkansas, who could take them in for a while as they lay low.

      Kyle would have to work off the grid in Mena. With all the illegal migrant labor streaming into Arkansas these days, he could work amongst them without too many headaches.

      Within two days, the Hathcocks got hold of a borrowed SUV from a church member. Folks from the church hid Nicole’s and Kyle’s vehicles in long-term storage.

      The next day, Kyle and Nicole drove to Arkansas. They hoped to remain incognito for the foreseeable future.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            “Establishment chains”

          

          A mosquito in a hurricane

        

      

    

    
      President Leonard R. Burkham spent hours with his speechwriter. Would he give in to Edgar Bundy Russell and proceed with the Marine base in Taiwan? Or would he present a more subtle message to the American people and to the Chinese?

      The idea of confronting China terrified him. Yet he owed everything to Edgar. Without Edgar’s support, Burkham would never have become president. His status as an owned man turned his stomach in circles.

      But war with China! Could Edgar and his banker companions have pushed this so-called “Event” beyond even their control?  How could anyone consider China “controllable” with its nuclear warheads targeting U.S. cities?

      The “Establishment chains” on Burkham felt heavier than ever.

      

      The White House informed major networks that the president would give an emergency speech about the Taiwan situation at 9 p.m. Eastern Standard Time.

      At 8 p.m., with only an hour to go, the talking heads on Establishment and alternative networks buzzed with opinions. Would the president press forward with the base? Or would he back down, thus further emboldening Chinese aggression?

      At 9 p.m., President Burkham approached the microphone. The makeup artists wiped away a layer of sweat from his face as they applied blush and shadowing.

      

      “My fellow Americans, I come to you this evening with grave concern. Over the past several years, the Chinese Communist Party has exercised unprecedented aggression. It has oppressed the Chinese people at home and expanded its military abroad.

      “China has built artificial islands in the South China Sea. It has developed mobile “area denial” ballistic missile systems. It has rapidly expanded its navy. It has pushed for its “Belt & Road Initiative,” financially bullying Asian neighbors. China stands on the edge of conflict—a conflict of its own making.

      “We the people of the United States cannot allow China to bring half the globe under its hegemony!

      “Therefore, I strongly reaffirm the statement released last week by the Defense Department. We will build the Marine base on the island of Taiwan.

      “Of course, we invite gestures of goodwill from the Chinese government, but we will stand our ground.” He made that last statement with surprising emphasis—especially to himself.

      For the next few minutes, he droned on about the robustness of the American economy, how he supported the troops, and how he understood the American people’s fears.

      

      China’s furious response followed.

      “If you Americans claim to stand your ground, then we will show you how a nation more than four thousand years old stands its ground!” The China Post railed.

      The article went on to state that China would increase its military budget by fifty percent and prepare for combat operations. “We affirm Taiwan as an official province of the People’s Republic of China. The construction of an American military base in Taiwan constitutes an invasion of our nation. We will defend our homeland!”

      

      Edgar Bundy Russell viewed the news with satisfaction on his seven-foot retractible video monitor in his high-rise Manhattan suite—a place that rivaled many mansions lower to the ground. After Burkham’s speech, he walked into his meditation room and lay down on a floor mat. There he recited a mantra to the Ascended Masters. “I will obey all you command… I will obey all you command.” He sensed them flooding the room.

      

      At the moment of Edgar’s mantra, Allen Grady sat at his desk at home, scrolling with alarm through the news websites on his ancient laptop. “Does the president intend to pull us into war?”

      As a natural patriot ready to rally around the flag, part of him wanted to cheer on his Commander-in-Chief. But his knowledge of the banking conspirators made him wonder. “The president’s speech must have originated elsewhere. Anyone with half a brain can see this man exists in office only by the good graces of the elites. A talking suit. Sure, he’s thrown a few ‘policy bones’ to President-elect Hall’s die-hard supporters. But he still looks like an Establishment shill.”

      Allen cried out in prayer, “Oh God, what will happen to us? To our world? Will we go to war over this Marine base? Please, oh Lord, send help!”

      Where would he hide his family from the fall-out that could soon descend upon the earth? What could he do?

      One thing. He could blog—helping in a small way to steer the nation back from the precipice of insanity.

      Emily walked in and sidled beside him. “You look troubled.”

      “Our president has gone insane! If he gets his way, he’ll rush our country into a suicidal war with China. Even if we never ‘go nuclear,’ millions of people could die on both sides. War would shatter our country—and that says nothing about the precious souls of the Chinese people.”

      “It sounds awful.”

      “I feel like a mosquito in a hurricane.” Allen lamented.

      “But God can stop that hurricane.”

      “Yes, but didn’t God prophecy about ‘wars and rumors of wars’ in the last days? The big bankers likely pushed Burkham into this—a perfect set-up for the coming of the Antichrist. Emily, I fear what they’ll do to us—to our family. After what happened with the Star Ledger—and how they tried to kill Kyle Hathcock—I shudder over what they could do to us.”

      “Jesus will walk with us.”

      Emily’s words gave Allen courage. He would not stand by idly watching his nation fall into ruin. He would fight with his pen. He hoped other Americans would fight alongside him, too.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chou Zhu Ho

          

          A perfect “enemy package”

        

      

    

    
      The voice of Chinese State Chairman, Chou Zhu Ho sounded on more than a billion smartphones. He announced that he would increase government spending by fifty percent for the People’s Liberation Army and Navy—thwarting the “American invasion” into the rogue Chinese province of Taiwan!

      Chinese social networks in the hundreds of millions lit up with full-throated support for their Dear Leader. They knew, of course, that any word of dissent would meet with financial ruin—and possibly prison and torture. The Communist Party's algorithms could devastate any nonconformist's social credit score.

      From Hainan Island, thirty J-20 fifth-generation Chinese stealth fighter jets took off in formation. Approaching Taiwan, they entered Taiwan’s “air defense zone.” Twelve Type 052D guided missile destroyers got underway from the Yulin Naval base on Hainan Island. They steamed around Taiwan. Scrambling F-16 fighter jets, the Taiwanese shadowed the J-20s and Chinese vessels.

      The Taiwanese government received word from China that any support for the Marine Base would cut trade with the Mainland—devastating Taiwan’s economy. But rather than buckling under Chinese bullying, the Taiwanese shook their fists at Beijing. “We will defend our island nation!” The international bankers could not have asked for a better response—maximum tension build-up.

      On the other side of the Eurasian landmass in Brussels, Belgium, a smattering of delegates in the European Union parliament issued feeble calls for peace. But the vast majority kept their mouths shut. As lackeys to the international financial oligarchy, they knew their place. Independent thought would give no meaningful voice to that body.

      South of China, delegates of ASEAN, the “Association of Southeast Asian Nations,” met for an emergency meeting in Kuala Lampur, Malaysia. Hoping to ease the tension between China and the United States, the ASEAN representatives found their efforts stymied; the Network’s tentacles had reached their national leaders. Threats to “remove all access to credit” had come up. So calls for peace ended. The power of the American dollar as these nations' reserve currency had made its presence felt despite the rising financial power of the B.R.I.C. nations.

      The news outlets in Russia decried “American adventurism.” For decades, Neoconservatives, the CIA, and other power brokers in Washington had goaded Russia into enmity—and thus into China’s orbit. They never let up on their hounding of Moscow, implanting terms like “expansionism,” “militarism,” and “election meddling,” into Western psyches regarding Russia.

      Recalling the invasions of Napoleon and Hitler—the nervous Russians viewed NATO expansion into Ukraine as a prelude to a third offensive. The CIA further exasperated Russian fears by training and funding Neo-Nazi Asov battalions in Ukraine to attack pro-Russian Ukrainians living near the border.

      Russia, feeling overwhelmed by Western pressure, felt its back against the wall. In desperation, it had invaded Ukraine in an attempt to stave off this Western-financed incursion once and for all. Through the ordeal, China stood by Russia. Thus China could count on Russia’s support for its plans against Taiwan.

      The Chinese had studied the Russian invasion of Ukraine, noting Russia’s blunders and successes. They planned to use this knowledge against Taiwan.

      Thus the banker elites had achieved a perfect “enemy package” in this Russo-Chinese alliance. The final vestiges of national sovereignty clung to by patriots worldwide would fall. The soon war-traumatized people would beg for peace.

      The elite would give them that “peace.”

      The elite planners intended for the war to cause about two billion deaths in mushroom-clouded conflagrations. Six billion would survive—still far above the Network’s goal of reducing the world population to five hundred million.

      But after the war, the shell-shocked survivors should prove easy to control. The Network could mold their minds like putty—imposing depopulation measures like forced abortions and intensive eugenics. In a few decades, the elites could cull the population down to the desired level.

      It seemed no voice strong enough could arise to stop the Chinese and Americans from hurtling toward holocaust. Peace stood a distant second as both sides ratcheted up for war.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            “Hull-down” on the horizon

          

          War is a Racket

        

      

    

    
      Order the book for a friend: https://soaw.mysamcart.com/checkout/source-of-all-wealth-novel-ebook

      

      Aboard the Arleigh Burke class (Flight III) Navy guided missile destroyer, the USS Andrew Hull Foote, Commander Lyle Nathan Collins looked out through the “big eyes”—the large binoculars mounted on the ship’s signal deck above the bridge. About twelve miles away, he made out the hazy gray shape of a ship’s superstructure, “hull-down” on the horizon. The curvature of the earth concealed its lower half. Possibly another destroyer, but he couldn’t make it out.

      He called CIC, Combat Information Center, with his sound-powered phone. “Lieutenant McAllister, have you guys got an electronic signature on that vessel yet?”

      “Not yet,” McAllister answered. “She seems to have gone dark.”

      “Okay, lemme know if you pick anything up.” He grabbed the handrails on the ladder leading down to the bridge’s deck and within seconds sallied into the pilot house.

      “Let’s maintain course and speed,” Collins ordered to the Officer of the Deck, Lieutenant, j.g. Docker.

      “Yes, sir,” Docker responded. “They seem to shadow us maneuver for maneuver.”

      “We’ll keep an eye on ’em,” Collins said as he settled into his captain’s swivel chair on the starboard side of the bridge.

      The USS Foote hadn’t hit a port-o-call in the past month, and the strain on Collins’ crew had started to show. They had remained under orders for several weeks to maintain a high state of alert, with crew manned on station in three rotating duty sections. That meant at least a third of the crew would stand watch at all times, unlike the normal four duty sections. At least the South China Sea weather hadn’t harried them of late. Typhoon season had passed last month and the temperature remained balmy upon tranquil gray-blue seas.

      Commander Collins had received word about President Burkham’s stance against China. He might soon have to change his ships’ watches to only two duty sections. He didn’t look forward to that, knowing how the grueling three-section set-up had already frayed his crew’s nerves.

      He knew the crew liked and respected him. He had proved the exception to many other Surface Warfare line officers. He winced over what he might soon have to order them into.

      The past several years had brought a decline in the number of serviceable Naval vessels underway. This put extra strain on the ships still fit for deployment like the Foote. The influx of “woke” ideology propagated by Network-implanted admirals had devastated morale and fighting effectiveness—and recruiting. Yet despite such headwinds, Commander Collins did everything he could to keep his ship in top combat condition. He loved his country and yearned to defend it.

      Collins and his crew had served three months of their six-month deployment. He knew his superiors could extend it to seven or eight months—or more, depending on circumstances.

      For two of the past three months, the USS Foote had conducted “freedom of the seas” operations in the South China Sea. On a few occasions, they had faced awkward situations with Chinese “fishing vessels.” The craft would steer in front of the Foote’s bow, forcing it to conduct evasive maneuvers. But for the most part, they hadn’t seen much to write home about. Only endless sailing through Western Pacific waters. They encountered Chinese combat vessels on occasion—either via their electronic signature and lights at night or visually during the day—passing along the edges of the horizon, but nothing confrontational.

      Now with this heightened state of political tension, Collins knew he might soon face different kinds of encounters.

      

      Colonel Lance Halbright, Commanding Officer of the 17th MEU (Marine Expeditionary Unit) based onboard the amphibious assault aircraft carrier, the USS Inchon (LHD-12), knew his unit’s recent “WWII-style” amphibious assault training on the beaches of Guam might soon have to go into real-world use. Major General Lionel Smith, his immediate superior based in Guam, had told him that his marines would land first in Taiwan once Washington ordered the set-up of the new Marine base.

      Halbright knew it would come to this. Drilled into him incessantly for the past decade at conferences and Army and Naval War College courses, he had absorbed into his psyche the concept of “The Coming Confrontation with China.” The military brass had received intimations from above that the “War on Terror” would soon give way to war on America’s “proper enemy,” China.

      Halbright got the impression that this shift in priority seemed “planned”—almost “thought out.” Yet he couldn’t put his finger on it.

      The son and grandson of enlisted marine NCOs, Halbright brought great pride to his parentage upon his acceptance into Texas A&M. He had qualified for a Marine Corps ROTC scholarship and studied Mechanical Engineering.

      A&M, the unofficial “Marine Corp officer academy,” churned out more of these individuals than any other institution in the United States. With its legendary “Corps of Cadets within a civilian university body,” A&M’s training in toughness and military bearing for future leatherneck leaders found no rival.

      During Halbright’s sophomore year at A&M, a fellow student invited him to a Baptist Bible study. At first, he recoiled at this “place of weakness,” but a young lady there caught his eye. He decided to return. Within a few months, not only had she captured his heart, but the Bible messages had cut deep into his soul like a bayonet. He surrendered himself to the Savior.

      Graduating in 1998, Halbright began his career in logistics but soon found himself yearning for a combat role. In late 2001, following the 9/11 attacks, he got his wish and began service in Afghanistan on the front lines. Throughout that decade and the next, he saw further action in Iraq and Syria.

      The conflicts made Halbright sensitive to his adversaries’ humanity and gave him an appreciation for the preciousness of human life. Yet the disastrous aftermaths of Iraq and Afghanistan also disillusioned him regarding the morality of his superiors. He had heard dark rumors of terrible corruption among the Marines’ senior leadership—nefarious activities like drug and gun running. He kept such thoughts buried deep inside. During his years as a junior and mid-grade officer, he did encounter some “strange” characters among the upper ranks. But up to now, no one had invited him into any “mysterious cabal.” He suspected that if such a group did exist, they would use some flaw in his character to blackmail him. But his stellar performance so far had made him unassailable to compromise. He rose in the ranks unaccosted.

      Now, with his 17th MEU poised on the edge of combat with this “proper enemy,” his concerns about his superiors increased markedly. The rallying war cries from the press and the fervent—almost dog-trained—indignation of the American people against China, rushed over his disquiet like the Ohio river at flood stage. But what could he do as a mere colonel?

      Something he had read recently added to his apprehension.  Marine Corps General Smedley Butler had authored a booklet, War is a Racket, back in 1935—six years before America had entered World War Two. Butler, the most decorated U.S. Marine at the time, wrote…

      

      “I spent 33 years and four months in active military service and during that period I spent most of my time as a high class muscle man for Big Business, for Wall Street and the bankers. In short, I was a racketeer, a gangster for capitalism. I helped make Mexico and especially Tampico safe for American oil interests in 1914. I helped make Haiti and Cuba a decent place for the National City Bank boys to collect revenues in. I helped in the raping of half a dozen Central American republics for the benefit of Wall Street. I helped purify Nicaragua for the International Banking House of Brown Brothers in 1902-1912. I brought light to the Dominican Republic for the American sugar interests in 1916. I helped make Honduras right for the American fruit companies in 1903. In China in 1927 I helped see to it that Standard Oil went on its way unmolested. Looking back on it, I might have given Al Capone a few hints. The best he could do was to operate his racket in three districts. I operated on three continents.” [Published by Dauphin Publications, ISBN: 978-1939438584]

      

      The booklet shook Colonel Halbright to his core. Does this define my identity as a U.S. Marine—nothing more than a ‘high class muscle man’ for the financial elite? He asked himself. And if so, then who—ultimately who—instigated this insane conflict today with China? As soon as America gets the upper hand, which I expect we will, to save face, the Chinese will start firing off nukes toward American cities. He kept the booklet to himself, not yet feeling ready to share these thoughts with his fellow Marines.

      

      As Colonel Halbright sat in his quarters aboard the Inchon berthed at the harbor in Guam, his secure cell phone buzzed. He noted Major General Lionel Smith’s name on its screen. For a split second before answering, Smith’s face flashed into his mind: a former intel officer and lover of “all-things-Washington-D.C.,” Smith had climbed the ranks under the watch care of Congressional leaders supported by his hedge fund father.

      Time to answer the General’s call. “Yes, sir.”

      “Colonel Halbright,”  the General spoke with a nasal voice. “You’ll need to get underway within a week.”

      “Toward Taiwan?” The Colonel asked.

      “You got it.”

      “Will do, sir. I’ll keep you informed on our readiness as we prepare to deploy.”

      “Okay,” the General responded dismissively, as he hung up.

      Time to follow orders.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Red-blooded Americans

          

          Into the larger psyche

        

      

    

    
      Wally O’Brian of ATTN (Alternative Tell-Tale Network) reveled in his channel’s ballooning viewership. Legions of callers chimed in to express opinions about the recent exposure of the bankers’ meeting in Richmond. They also talked about President Burkham’s plans to press forward with the Marine base in Taiwan.

      A naturally patriotic lot, most of O’Brian’s listeners viewed themselves as red-blooded Americans who rallied around the flag whenever war clouds thundered. Their instincts agreed with the president’s tough stance against the “Chicoms”—the Chinese Communists.

      But O’Brian challenged them. He ram-rodded the fact that both the Republican and Democratic leadership served the same interests—the enrichment and empowerment of America’s wealthy Establishment via massive war profiteering.

      He cited President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s 1961 farewell speech warning against the rising “military-industrial complex.” Begging people to look beyond their devotion to Uncle Sam, he exhorted them to delve into the circuitry behind government power.

      The ATTN staff scoured the web, looking for articles O’Brian could comment on in his upcoming shows. One blogger, a writer called “Jackson Lincoln,” kept popping up in their searches.

      Wally checked out the blog and discovered that two of its staffers—Caleb Daugherty and Jessica Riley—had blown the lid off the recent “elite bankster” meeting in Richmond. He felt he owed something to the two of them for ATTN’s rise in national popularity. Tracking down Caleb’s number, he called him. “I want to talk with Jackson Lincoln on air. He hits the nail on the head with his analysis of the Taiwan situation and the big bankers,” Wally said.

      “Wally,” Caleb replied, “he gave himself a pen name to stay out of the limelight. Any exposure might cost him his job—and maybe his safety. He steps on some powerful toes.”

      “Yeah.” O’Brian agreed. “But I still want ‘im. Tell him we’ll offer him five thousand dollars for an interview. ”

      “I’ll see what he says.”

      “Get back to me soon. With the news moving so fast, his story might turn cold if I don’t interview him now.”

      

      Caleb met with Allen and told him of O’Brian’s offer.

      “Five thousand dollars!” Allen gasped. “I’ll talk with my wife about this.”

      Caleb added, “Some of the companies placing ads on your blog posts have deposited money into our business account. The amount so far won’t fully replace your teller job’s income, but with your popularity rising so fast, I can’t see why it won’t get above that level soon. You might not have to work for Concord Bancor much longer.”

      Allen felt thrilled at the thought of taking in money from the blog, but his fears about job security—and safety—clung to him.

      That evening after putting the younger kids to bed, he brought up O’Brian’s proposal to Emily.

      “I feel like I’ve ridden on a roller coaster these past few weeks,” she responded. “I don’t know how much more I can take. I mean, five thousand dollars sounds stunning, but I don’t know what this means. You could make some powerful people very unhappy, including your bank’s bosses.”

      Usually a woman of rock-like faith, Emily’s emotional wavering roiled Allen.

      Carioch, the angel guarding the Gradys, listened in. He shared Emily’s trepidation. Arriving warriors had added to their numbers in Petersburg, but they did not feel confident they could thwart a full-on demonic assault. The prayers of the saints had waned of late. Thus, hundreds of scimitar-wielding demons, sent by Liwanu, the Prince of North America, had infiltrated the outskirts of the town.

      Allen and Emily decided to decline O’Brian’s offer. They would keep the status quo.

      

      Yearning for more believers to pray, the angels in Petersburg knew that Liwanu, prince of North America, might soon bring great harm upon the blog writer.

      Carioch kept a close watch on Allen. As a writer, he had exposed concepts that the bankers and their Ascended Masters had kept hidden for so long from all but a tiny minority. The elites of America for over a century had depended upon subterfuge as the foundation of their power. Unlike the European despots of old, America’s royalty maintained its status by operating in the shadows.

      But now Jackson Lincoln had begun to expose the bankers’ vast financial raping of America—via the Federal Reserve and the Income Tax—to growing swaths of the population. He drove home the point that the endless Middle Eastern wars, the provoking of Russia against Ukraine, and now the Taiwan tension would force taxpayers to shell out trillions more to the big bankers.

      He exposed how they insidiously siphoned money from the American citizenry in two ways: (1) By forcing them to pay trillions to the banker-owned military-industrial complex to prosecute these wars and (2) by forcing them to borrow the money to make these payments—interest that would pour into the bankers’ coffers. Eisenhower’s prophetic warnings over sixty years ago about the rising “military-industrial complex” had come to grotesque fruition.

      With each succeeding Jackson Lincoln column—once or twice a week now—Allen cast forth the vision of the American people extricating themselves from this ridiculous “national debt” trap. Congress—pressured by the people—could conceivably replace the “lent-into-existence” private Federal Reserve notes with non-debt, Abraham Lincoln-style Greenbacks. Money issuance could return to the people. The private bankers would lose their currency-issuing monopoly—and thus lose their power.

      Such thinking had begun to trickle into the larger psyche of mainstream America—into the minds of both “left-wingers” and “right-wingers.”

      

      In Richmond, Prince Liwanu began to formulate plans against this unknown columnist—and his known handlers, Caleb Daugherty and Jessica Riley.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            “They’ll turn on me!”

          

          A voice in the fire

        

      

    

    
      In the Oval Office, President Leonard R. Burkham sat in a circle of stuffed chairs and sofas with Edgar Bundy Russell, CEO of Concord Bancor,  General Benedict R. Lemnitzer, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, some senior senators, cabinet members, and corporate luminaries, including Paul Hölzer of Luxembourg.

      Burkham voiced his misgivings with them. “You know what I face with the public on this!” he blustered. “Patriotic fervor can only hold out for so long. Once the people realize the implications of full-scale war against China, they’ll turn on me!”

      The president had indeed acquiesced to the bankers’ demands for escalation with China during his address to the nation. But he could not shake the horror that plagued him. What if this goes wrong? What if it morphs into unrestricted thermonuclear war? Life on earth as we know it would end.

      No amount of cajoling, reassurances, or threats from his banker-paymasters and their bought-off government officials could dislodge his fears.

      As he sat in their circle, Edgar the banker came to the silent conclusion that he must soon remove this Chief Executive. Such drastic action would delay the Network’s plans. But if they allowed Burkham to remain in office while still plagued by these fears—fears he had not yet shared with the public—they might end up with their plans scuttled for decades.

      As the meeting wound down to everyone’s dissatisfaction, Edgar stated, “Mr. President, you have disappointed us. Your lack of full support for our policy hinders progress.”

      The participants departed the Oval Office with scowls on their faces.

      

      That evening, at his twenty-four thousand square foot manse near Georgetown Pike, a couple of miles north of D.C., Edgar sat with Paul Hölzer in deliberation. An immense fireplace, set alight earlier that evening by the house-help, warmed them in the cavernous living room.

      “Must we remove President Burkham?” Hölzer pressed. “No president has departed in the middle of his term since Nixon. It might take more than a year to bring him down.”

      “It took only months with Kennedy,” Edgar mumbled.

      “You want to go that far?”

      Edgar did not respond. He stared at the hearth as if in a trance.

      Hölzer waited in silence.

      One of Prince Liwanu’s trusted lieutenants, Margrawl the Terror, a semi-opaque form within the flames, spoke into Edgar’s mind, “You know what you must do. We have commissioned you these many years to destroy United States sovereignty. My master will suffer no more delays! Our patience has waned. The master of my master yearns to place his cultivated Chosen One in place within the coming year. He will brook no further delays. In your position of high human privilege—which we gave to you—we will hold you to account.” The spirit ascended upward through the chimney in a blaze of sparks.

      Hölzer waited in silence, gazing upon Edgar’s countenance, glazed in red-orange radiance by the fireplace flames.

      As if awakening from a dream, Edgar stated in a gravelly voice, “Paul, we can’t back down. This president we’ve groomed so assiduously has turned into a liability.”

      “Who did you commune with—in the fire?”

      “Margrawl.”

      Heat rose in Hölzer’s neck. He knew this Master exercised utter brutality and allowed no deviation from any path set by superiors. Other Masters communicated with subtlety, even offering pathways to pleasure as they guided their human servants. Not so with Margrawl. He put on no pretense of empathy toward human weakness. No. Margrawl used only savagery—for he viewed all his work as savagery.

      As Paul Hölzer rode home in his chauffeured German luxury sedan toward his condominium along the Potomac River, a thought settled in his mind. President Burkham will soon die.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Failure at every step

          

          Breakneck careerist culture

        

      

    

    
      Water drizzled from a cracked shower nozzle onto Allen’s face. He turned it off, stepped out of the shower, toweled off, and put on his bathrobe.

      After brushing and shaving, he headed toward the kitchen.

      Some kids stirred behind the door of their bedroom as he walked by. He hoped they would stay in their room a little longer. Making a cup of coffee, he sat at the kitchen table.

      He tapped an icon on his phone for a KJV Bible app and listened to the book of Isaiah. After a few chapters, he switched it off.

      His mind wandered back to childhood—reflecting on his years of poverty. His mind then moved forward to his college years—to his time of jumping from job to job. Money had always seemed to escape his grasp. Then his thoughts wandered to his seminary time… to his wife Emily. Oh, Emily! That shining reminder he had not made a complete failure of his life. Then on to his time in Thailand… rescuing victims of human trafficking. And then to his fall… to the embezzlement… to the humiliation.

      Failure had hounded every step of his life: his career, his finances…. He always seemed to slip back into defeat. He had fallen short for so long—and with such consistency—that the word “failure” seemed to define the very core of his existence. Yet within only a few short weeks, here he sat as a nationally famous blogger—or rather, writing a nationally famous blog, considering his anonymity.

      His pain inside surprised him. Why not excitement, joy, triumph? “I mean, finally… finally… my first real achievement.” Yet despair enveloped him… cloaked him… like a skin he could not shed. His identity as a failure rebelled with violence against this strange… this alien… identity. His subconscious mind taunted him, “How dare you call yourself a ‘success.’ You always fail in the end. You will see to it! Your inevitable weakness will bring you down!”

      Like a rod of light piercing through his melancholy, a passage from the book of Isaiah entered his mind, “He giveth power to the faint; and to them that have no might he increaseth strength. Even the youths shall faint and be weary, and the young men shall utterly fall: But they that wait upon the LORD shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings as eagles; they shall run, and not be weary; and they shall walk, and not faint.”

      He cried out to God for strength. Then, glancing at the wall clock, he shrugged. Time to get going.

      He would never call his wonderfully disciplined wife Emily an “early bird,” so today—like almost every weekday—he prepped breakfast for the kids and sent them off to school.

      

      Later that morning at Concord Bancor, during a break in customer visits, Susan, who sat on Allen’s right, shared a rumor. “I heard that within the next few months, Concord Bancor will merge with another bank.”

      “Which bank?” Allen asked.

      “A European one. I don’t know its name.”

      “Can Concord legally merge with a foreign bank?”

      “Honey, I’ve worked here long enough to know if the big bosses want something legal, they’ll make it legal.”

      “Interesting,” Allen responded. He had made it his policy to disguise his understanding of big banking from his coworkers, keeping such knowledge close to his vest.

      He liked everyone here, all ordinary folk struggling through life like him… scrimping and saving, trying to keep their families’ finances afloat amidst the forces arrayed against them: low pay… high taxes… inflation. Costs seemed to shoot up everywhere while their paychecks stayed put.

      “I feel like a generation ago we lived so much better,” he would hear some say. “Life cost a whole lot less back then,” others commented.

      Allen’s supervisor, Corey Wilson, always buoyed him up whenever they interacted. He had lost count of the times Corey said to him, “I prayed for you today, brother.”

      He loved working alongside these folks despite his meager pay. And he knew his presence blessed them as well.

      But Allen had encountered one Concord employee he did not enjoy—Corey’s regional supervisor, Ryan Pizner. Mr. Pizner worked at Concord Bancor’s Northern and Central Virginia regional headquarters in Fairfax City outside of D.C.

      Intensity radiated from the man whenever he strode into their little branch. He had visited Petersburg on a few occasions since Allen started working there.

      Pizner came again today. Scanning his ID, he entered the employee area behind the tellers.  Without so much as a “hello” to anyone, he strode to Corey Wilson’s office, rapped on the door, entered, and shut it behind him.

      Allen needed to run to a back office to grab a printout. On his way there, he heard through the wall Pizner castigating Corey: “I want efficiency—effectiveness—to characterize this branch’s culture! You’ve made this place a mess. You run it like the local place Concord bought up five years ago—a sleepy little hometown bank. I find your operations not up to the standards of an international enterprise.”

      Ryan Pizner, a man on the move, wanted his region second to none not only in Virginia but throughout the entire United States. He lived and breathed the breakneck careerist culture of Northern Virginia. And he brought that with him like a hurricane to sleepy Petersburg.

      After one such visit by Pizner, Allen caught a glimpse of Corey’s dejected face. The whole staff loved their boss and hated seeing him endure such abuse. But as low-level underlings, what could they do for him other than work as hard as possible and share an encouraging word from time to time?

      Allen felt needed here.
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            Vice President Lyman Murray

          

          Baseball

        

      

    

    
      Following the conclusion of another heated Oval Office meeting, Paul Hölzer phoned Vice President Lyman Murray.

      Lyman answered his cell phone at Number One Observatory Circle, the official home of the Vice President of the United States. He sat in the estate’s theatre room viewing his second movie for the morning. Such a happy-go-lucky guy, work came second place to leisure for Lyman.

      Seeing Mr. Hölzer’s name on his phone screen, he answered, “Yes, sir.”

      “Vice President Murray,” Hölzer stated. “I must see you this afternoon.”

      “Why… why yes, sir,” Lyman responded to his benefactor. He wiped powdered donut sugar off his mouth. Guess the movie would have to wait.

      “Meet me at my condominium. You remember the location.”

      “Oh, uh… yes, I do. What time?”

      “One-thirty. Your driver can take you to my basement parking area. I’ll have my man waiting to take you and your security people up on my private elevator.”

      “Okay.”

      Without a goodbye, Hölzer hung up.

      Lyman scrambled to get ready. He contacted his driver, telling him he would need to leave by twelve forty-five to make it through the D.C. traffic. No motorcade would accompany them—only an anonymous convoy of three SUVs.

      His kitchen staff prepared a gourmet box lunch before he left with the security detachment.

      At 1:25 p.m., as he rode the gold-trimmed private elevator up to Hölzer’s domicile, Lyman rubbed his hands together. He hoped his two Secret Service agents wouldn’t notice his nervousness. They did.

      Hölzer’s butler brought them inside and glided them to a windowed balcony overlooking the Potomac River. The space’s decor included contoured sofas, angled to give those seated a view of the river and each other.

      “Thank you for coming,” Hölzer stated with a modicum of politeness, more to accommodate the Secret Service agents’ sensibilities than Lyman—a man he utterly despised.

      Per Edgar’s instructions, Hölzer would not yet tell the Vice President how they would remove President Burkham, but he would prepare Lyman Murray for the transition to power. Hölzer knew he must exercise care to avoid suspicion from the Secret Service agents.

      Months before, the bankers had prepared a coded statement for Lyman related to “baseball”—arranged in case he needed to assume the presidency.

      In the presence of the Secret Service agents, Hölzer rattled off: “With the changing of the seasons, you Americans like to go from sport to sport. First American football, a game I do not understand. And then basketball. And after that baseball, another sport I cannot comprehend!”

      One agent yawned. Another looked at his watch.

      Lyman froze. His throat dried like the Mohave Desert. His face turned red and his hands shook.

      “I’ll have the help get you a drink,” Hölzer offered, observing his supplicant’s distress. “Would you like some wine?  You know how we Europeans love our spirits.”

      The butler strode toward a wine cooler.

      Hölzer knew that wine would calm this buffoon.

      After a few drinks, Lyman’s shaking subsided.

      The conversation now moved from sports to banking.

      Hölzer informed the Vice President that a band of freshmen Congressmen had floated the idea of auditing the Federal Reserve. He attempted to make clear to the vice president that he and President Burkham must maintain the sacredness of the central bank’s independence. If Congress got its greasy hands on the Fed, financial calamity would ensue.

      Through the haze of his third glass of sherry, Lyman heard Hölzer mention something about “the intellectual integrity of the regional Federal Reserve governors.”

      While outwardly calmed by the wine, the Vice President’s emotions churned like a locomotive. The presidency? Like any politician, he had dreamed of the job. But the reality now rushed upon him like an avalanche.

      Like a rabbit trapped in a snare, he felt bloodhounds closing in. Should he take his life? He recalled years ago his Georgetown Jesuit professor mentioning suicide as a ticket to Hell. Forget that.

      Flight? They would track him down, and torture him for good measure before killing him. His choices looked bleak.

      He wanted to vomit. And after he left Hölzer’s home, he did, on the leather seat of the SUV.
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            “Thucydides’s Trap”

          

          Propellor wash

        

      

    

    
      “Thucydides’s Trap,” Captain Roger Curler, Commodore of Amphibious Squadron Fifteen (PHIBRON 15), repeated to Marine Corps Colonel Lance Halbright. The two men lunched together in the Commodore’s cabin aboard the flagship, the USS Inchon (LHD-12). The squadron of three ships had gotten underway a few days ago from Guam and now sailed at twelve knots westward toward Taiwan.

      “Harvard Professor Graham Allison coined the term ‘Thucydides's Trap,’” Commodore Curler continued, “to summarize the historical forces that drove Sparta and Athens into the Peloponnesian War twenty-five hundred years ago. Thucydides, the so-called inventor of history, wrote, ‘It was the rise of Athens and the fear that this instilled in Sparta that made war inevitable.’”

      Colonel Halbright chuckled. It had become a running joke that if you wanted to prove your intellectual prowess, you would simply spout off the phrase, “Thucydides's Trap.” Everyone in the room would then gasp in amazement at your comprehension of military doctrine.

      Commodore Curler, annoyed at the Colonel’s snickering, continued on. “But you do agree, don’t you? The situation between China and the U.S. parallels what happened between Sparta and Athens.”

      “I have to think more on it.”

      “You’d better think fast because we could face a major firefight soon,” Curler snapped back. He knifed into his meatloaf.

      “Point taken.” Colonel Halbright would not let the Commodore draw him into an altercation.

      Commodore Curler had fought his way up the ranks with a combination of bravado and Machiavellian scheming.

      Colonel Halbright had become familiar with the unsound corporate culture Commodore Curler cultivated aboard the Inchon. But etiquette demanded that he dine with his Naval counterpart several meals a week. As a Marine’s Marine, he much preferred chowing in the mess hall on the lower decks with the enlisted ranks.

      Commodore Curler droned on despite the Colonel’s reticence. “We see how it went with Great Britain and Germany at the start of the twentieth century. The German kingdoms in the 1870s had consolidated into one nation under Bismarck, and by 1910 their economy surpassed Great Britain’s.”

      “So I’ve read,” the Colonel acknowledged.

      “Today, I see the United States as Great Britain of a century ago and China as Germany. China’s economy has already surpassed us in a lot of ways, and I can only imagine their power in five years.”

      “I think China will follow Japan with its fast-aging population,” the Colonel offered as a counterpoint. “Because of their disastrous one-child policy—which they ended only a few years ago—senior citizens will inundate their economy. Age demographics will crush China.”

      “Whatever the case,” the Commodore huffed, “the big think tanks agree that China will dwarf us soon.”

      An enlisted kitchen steward scurried in and refilled their glasses with ice water.

      “Many say America must act now,” the Commodore added. “If we miss this opportunity, we might not have another.”

      “That sounds like a dangerous assumption, Commodore. I served in combat for more than ten years and I know how a conflict can spiral out of control. With this base construction idea in Taiwan, we could face violence many orders of magnitude greater than in the Middle East.”

      Commodore Curler felt the sting of the colonel’s rebuttal. Coldness like a North Sea zephyr entered the room. They ate in silence.

      After a long pause, the Commodore spoke again. “I trust the president’s decision. The smart people around him will keep him in line.”

      “I admire your optimism,” returned the Colonel. “But the aggressive nature of building a Marine base… and the potential for miscalculation…. I can’t say I share your enthusiasm.”

      “Understood,” Curler said, “but we have our orders. Plus, you and I can’t do much about it anyway.”

      Colonel Halbright ate his dessert in silence. Changing the subject, he stated, “Commodore, I want my Marines up and jogging on the flight deck this afternoon. Can flight ops handle that?”

      “They can,” Curler answered as the kitchen steward took up his dessert plate—a fine piece of white china, accented with blue anchors. “But I’d like some of your Marines to join the FOD walk-down after their run.”

      The acronym FOD stands for “foreign object debris.” Everyone from Captain or Colonel down to Seaman Recruit or Private participates in the FOD walk-down aboard aircraft carriers at one time or another. A line of men stretching from port to starboard on the flight deck walks abreast from bow to stern, searching for debris the jet intakes might suck in. Such debris could destroy aircraft engines. Aviators’ lives depend on it.

      “I’ll provide Marines,” Colonel Halbright responded. He took his leave and walked forward along the starboard passageway on the 02 deck toward the pilots’ ready room. He had scheduled a one o’clock meeting there with his Battalion Landing Team (BLT). The aviators wouldn’t need the room until early evening to prep for night-vision flight-ops training.

      Halbright’s superiors had not yet directed the 17th MEU to land on the break-away island of Taiwan. But he wanted the men prepared whenever orders arrived. Much of the prep consisted of marking Taiwan’s coastal terrain, using electronic and paper charts. The marines and sailors studied all possible amphibious assault landing zones (LZs) where China’s People's Liberation Army (PLA) might invade. They also discussed how the American Marines would engage the Chinese during an assault. The complexity of possible scenarios would bewilder most men. But these Marines relished both the physical and intellectual demands—or at least pretended to in the eyes of the sailors who planned beside them.

      

      As the three amphibious assault ships—the Inchon plus two LPD (Landing Platform Dock) ships—chugged westward, a periscope attached to a submerged Chinese Type 093 nuclear-powered submarine observed the vessels from eight thousand yards off the Inchon’s port bow. The captain of the submarine would maintain that position for only a few minutes. Very soon, he would dive deep below the surface, avoiding aircraft launched from the ships that might spot him.

      The Chinese captain, however, did not know that another submarine observed him. The USS Seahorse, a super-quiet Virginia class attack submarine assigned to escort PHIBRON 15, tracked him from behind.

      The American submarine commander emulated the tactic used during the Cold War against the Soviets, hiding his presence in the Type 093’s propellor wash. Any sliding open of the Chinese sub’s torpedo doors would trigger its destruction.
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            Monetary necromancy

          

          First Century Jerusalem

        

      

    

    
      Osroes, a thirty-year-old Jewish trader from Parthia, had arrived in Jerusalem a day ago. Osroes’ ancestors—called the diaspora, or “dispersed ones”—had settled in Mesopotamia over five hundred years earlier after the Babylonian conqueror Nebuchadnezzar had dragged them there as captives. In the centuries that followed, a thriving Jewish community had formed around Babylon.

      In Asher’s day, Jews of Osroes’ heritage traded with their brethren in the Promised Land. “I’ve brought you silks,” Osroes said to Asher, “as well as rugs, cushions, and bronze wares. Another caravan should arrive next month with two hundred horses.”

      “I’ll place a purchase option on them,” Asher offered. “I can sway the legionaries to purchase at least fifty. And the ones I don’t sell in Jerusalem, I’ll sell across the Great Sea.”

      As the two tradesmen lounged and conversed among cushions and carpets, Osroes said to Asher, “I heard your Roman legions saw victory in the north. Their prowess against the Germanic hordes speaks well of their skill.” He made this comment with a twinkle in his eye—a jab at Rome’s inability to expand further to its east.

      Knowing the sensitivity of this topic, Asher sought to avoid it. Incautious words fly like birds to the wrong ears. “Oh, let us not speak of war, but of trade and silver. In these, I delight.”

      “You surprise me, young Asher—a man of your strength with no interest in martial affairs. I could see you mounted on a Roman charger.”

      “Not me!” Asher laughed. “I would end up skewered to a pike in no time!”

      Osroes lifted his goblet as a servant topped it off. “You speak of trade and silver. On these matters, I have given much thought. You know my family enjoys wealth like your own. But in my city, Ctesiphon, some families far exceed ours in wealth—exercising their arts in monetary necromancy.”

      “Monetary necromancy?”

      Osroes leaned forward and quieted his tone. “Yes, Asher. Select households in our world control rivers of money. And whenever I ask them to lend to me, they always have more.”

      “They must trust your family to repay.”

      “I speak not of their trust. I speak of their never running out of money. They always have more—no matter what we ask of them.”

      “They have unlimited silver?”

      “Not silver. Bills of credit.”

      “My father has spoken of ‘bills of credit,’” Asher said. “But he has never explained them to me.”

      “Whenever I request a loan, these lenders will write the amount I request on papyrus or clay tablets. These represent silver or gold in their vaults. Whenever I go to redeem them, they give me the metal. But only rarely do I redeem these bills.”

      “Why?” Asher asked.

      “Because I find the clay or papyrus convenient in my day-to-day business dealings. And I fear thieves and brigands. Thus the precious metals remain untouched in the vaults for a long time. Yet I hear rumors.”

      “What rumors?”

      “Whispers that these families lend out bills of credit far in excess of the gold and silver in their vaults.”

      “Why? How?”

      “By deceit. My fellow merchants in Ctesiphon claim the number of bills of credit lent out has expanded faster than the amount of gold and silver those bills represent. Prices have risen.”

      “Now that you tell me this,” Asher observed. “I have noticed prices increasing here in Judea during my short lifetime. But I have a question for you. What about the coins we use? In Judea here, we exchange the bronze coins of Herod Antipas. Do you use coins in Parthia?”

      “We do. But we also circulate the bills of credit—as, I believe, some do here in Judea. Both the coins and the bills flow amongst the people in the marketplaces.”

      “Do you think only the bills of credit cause the prices to rise—not the bronze coins?”

      “I do. But then, knowing the corrupt hearts of men, it would not surprise me if they shave the coins—paring down their value.”

      Asher pondered Osroes’s words. “I’ve spoken with my father about these price increases. He told me they place little burden on our family. We simply raise our prices and pass on the costs to the people buying our goods.”

      “As do we,” Osroes said. “Yet my conscience aches at times. We merchants don’t suffer like the poor to whom we sell our wares. And they have no idea why their costs rise.”

      “It make sense to me now!” Asher exclaimed. “We in the ‘middle’—we merchantmen between the wealthy lenders and the poor buyers—pass on the burden to the poor…. Oh, Osroes! It just dawned on me!”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I understand.”

      “Understand what?”

      “I understand why the poor remain ‘the poor’—why so few of them ever rise out of poverty! They suffer the double plague of both blindness and weakness… like a specter pummeling them in the dark. They have no sight or strength to fight back. They ‘take it’ because they cannot see it. And, you and I never feel much urge to resist because the evil of rising prices bypasses us.”

      “Even worse,” Osroes added, “these ‘lenders,’ who conjure into existence the ‘bills of credit,’ use you and me as a ‘curtain’ to hide their thievery—to shield them from resistors.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If the poor become so desperate because of the poverty they endure from rising prices, they take out their wrath on us.”

      “Why on us? Why not on the lenders?”

      “Because they see you and me raising their prices. They do not see the lenders. When fires of rebellion burn across the land, the lenders remain untouched while you and I fall to ruin.”

      Asher shuddered.

      “I must go and speak with my men now,” Osroes said as he stood up. “Let us meet again tomorrow.”

      As Asher escorted Osroes out of his family compound, disquiet plagued him. What his trading partner had shared did violence to his Jewish sensibilities about mercy toward the poor and divine justice against evil. These money-lenders Osroes spoke of, Asher thought, have wealth far exceeding mine. Yet they do evil. If Osroes speaks the truth, could it mean that riches do not equate to righteousness? Could it mean that the ’Source of All Wealth’ arises from elsewhere… from somewhere outside of a person’s righteousness?

      He shut the thought out of his mind.

      

      The next day, when Asher met with Osroes again, the subject of the money-lenders returned to his mind. He said to Osroes, “What you told me about the lenders yesterday, I want to study more.”

      “I would not dig too deeply, young Asher.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “From my experience in Ctesiphon, people who lift questioning voices against the great families often end up in the grave. When I whisper about rising prices to my Babylonian trading partners, they warn me not to open such doors. They say the gods have made only this “inner circle” of practitioners—these wealthy families I mentioned to you yesterday—worthy to practice this art of monetary necromancy. They say great woe will fall upon any ‘on the outside’ who attempt to understand it.”

      A chill wafted over Asher—followed by the heat of indignation. No! I will not cower in ignorance like the heathen! I can use my family’s wealth to sift out this injustice, he thought. Did not the Book of the Law command God’s people to provide a shade of protection over the poor and downtrodden? While the prophet Jesus seems intent on blessing the poor with mere words, I will bless them with my wealth.

      Pride swelled within Asher’s heart as he contemplated his own righteousness.  My ‘Source of All Wealth,’ he mused.

      Then Osroes’ words from yesterday rushed upon him like a wave. He thought, These evil money lenders who so abuse the poor possess far greater wealth than I do. How can I now view my righteousness as my… as my ‘Source of All Wealth?’ As he had done the day before, he drove the thought from his mind.

      

      Within a month, as promised by Osroes, the Parthian caravan arrived with Arabian horses. Their quality surpassed any steed bred in the West. Asher knew he would profit from re-selling them to the local legionaries in Jerusalem and to buyers throughout the Empire, using his family’s long-established trade routes.

      The ease with which Asher conducted trade came from years under his father Levi’s tutelage. His ability to focus on any task—to eliminate all distractions—impressed all who observed him.

      Yet the face of the roving prophet returned to him whenever he deviated from that focus. He would often hear people on the streets quoting Jesus.

      “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven…. Blessed are they that mourn, for they shall be comforted…. Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth…. Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness, for they shall be filled….”

      Such thoughts seemed counterintuitive to Asher. Yes, of course, God extends compassion, but does he not show evidence of his favor to certain people by giving them great wealth? Does not one’s wealth come from that person’s righteous standing before God? Do not the poor deserve their poverty because of some grave sin they or their parents committed in the past?

      Yet what Osroes had shared about the money-lenders’ great wealth arising because of their evil afflicted his soul, no matter how he tried to suppress it.
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      For almost two weeks, a frustrated Wally O’Brian tried to land an interview with Jackson Lincoln, but to no avail. Whenever he called Caleb Daugherty in Petersburg, he got the same reply: “The blogger doesn’t feel ready yet to expose himself to the public.”

      Wally did feel one consolation. Whereas before he had thought his on-air speculations about the exposed bankers relating to the Taiwan base would die out, the intensity of this narrative had actually grown stronger across the land—catalyzed by Jackson Lincoln’s blog. Wally’s listeners read the blog weekly and spread it like wildfire to their friends. Jackson Lincoln laid out arguments that resonated with a broad audience—enlightening more Americans every day about the banking cabal ruling America. The cat had begun to scratch its way out of the bag. Because of the blog, O’Brian’s show now blossomed in popularity like never before.

      

      Caleb Daugherty suspected that “others” besides Wally O’Brian wanted to “connect” with the anonymous blogger. In his research across the conspiratorial landscape, Caleb found the term “Arkan-cided” popping up sometimes. It referred to individuals “suicided” for bringing up dirt on corporate or government elite. But he couldn’t figure out from where the term had originated.

      In light of the “Arkan-cide” phenomenon, Caleb made every effort to conceal his relationship with Allen. On certain days, he would drive during his lunch hour to a local eatery—a different one each time—to receive the blog. Today, Allen surreptitiously handed handwritten sheets to Caleb outside the bathroom of a mustard-sauce barbecue restaurant in Petersburg.

      Caleb took the papers to his house where he edited the content and typed it into his computer. He then emailed the content to Jessica who posted the blog online.

      

      Commentators and newsmen across the nation had received ironclad “guidance” from their investor-owners that any acknowledgment of Jackson Lincoln’s existence would prove career-destroying. Journalists remained cowed and cuckolded to the pressure rather than speaking out like the independent-thinking scriveners of old.

      Yet to the extreme frustration of the elites, alternative media of Wally O’Brian’s genre trumpeted Jackson Lincoln’s articles far and wide. The column threatened to rocket past all other columnists on the web in popularity. Whole new swaths of citizenry had begun to open their minds to the reality of forces controlling society behind the scenes—forces stealing their money in the trillions and attempting to entice America into war.

      This “cancer” of Jackson Lincoln had metastasized so fast, it blindsided the elites.

      Nevertheless, the wheels of the “intelligence industrial complex” began to turn toward this new muckraker. Time to move “boots on the ground”—to eliminate the pest.

      The elites knew just the man for the job—someone in need of redemption in the eyes of his superiors: Stephen Hood.

      As he recovered in Geneva, Switzerland from his ankle injury, Hood began to receive briefings about the upstart blogger. Before long, he received a new order: return to Virginia.
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            A “U.S. Monetary Council”

          

          Allen’s Blog

        

      

    

    
      At the mustard-sauce barbecue restaurant in Petersburg, Allen sat down to order a barbecue sandwich. Gazing around, he scanned for anyone giving him undo attention. None he could detect.

      He noted many patrons clad in work-clothes, chatting and sharing stories. He thought, These folks love America. They built its wealth. He hoped the blog he had just handed to Caleb would one day help them…

      

      Replacing the Federal Reserve with a “U.S. Monetary Council”

      

      For the past few weeks, I have lambasted the private banking cartel known as the “Federal” Reserve. The bankers loan out money—created by a few clicks of the keyboard—to the government. They then force We the People to pay interest on it.

      But the big bankers will protest: “We don’t profit from the Fed’s loans! We return the profits every year to the government according to Law.”

      But the big bankers won’t tell you that they gain something far more valuable than any interest payments.

      They gain power.

      During the 2008-2009 financial crisis, the Fed decided—with no government oversight—that certain “too big to fail” banks must receive trillions of dollars in bailouts. The hard-earned wealth of We the People thus poured into the big bankers’ coffers. The Fed demonstrated that it does not serve the American people. Rather, it serves its owners, the bankers, at the people’s expense.

      This reality brings us to one conclusion: we must abolish this private “Federal” Reserve that they, the bankers—rather than We the People—own.

      Yet we face a quandary. What will happen after we abolish it? What will replace the Fed? Many have suggested we go back to “the gold standard”—providing one hundred percent backing for every dollar with a certain amount of gold.

      But before embracing this idea, let us consider another option from American history.

      At the start of the Civil War, President Lincoln needed to raise funds for the Northern army. He called on Wall Street, where the bankers offered him loans at over 30% interest—which he rejected.

      In 1862, his Illinois friend, Colonel Edmund Richard Taylor, gave him an idea: have Congress pass a bill to print legal tender bank notes. With these notes, Lincoln could pay for an army.

      Congress passed the bill in January of that year and Lincoln signed it into law—the birth of the non-debt Greenbacks. The Treasury printed $450 million worth of Greenbacks, financing the North’s victory with little debt. The government borrowed some money during the war, but the debt would have ballooned far higher without Greenbacks.

      Colonel Taylor’s and Abraham Lincoln’s Greenbacks made the Wall Street and European bankers furious. One banker-owned newspaper in London harrumphed…

      “If this mischievous financial policy [of the Greenbacks], which has its origin in North America, shall become endurated (solidified) down to a fixture, then that Government will furnish its own money without cost. It will pay off debts and be without debt. It will have all the money necessary to carry on its commerce. It will become prosperous without precedent in the history of the world. The brains, and wealth of all countries will go to North America. That country must be destroyed or it will destroy every monarchy on the globe.”

      

      Despite the massive destruction of the Civil War, prices only doubled. A skeptic might say, “See! Printing the Greenbacks led to inflation!” But you’ve got to remember that the war had destroyed massive amounts of real wealth—like property, etc. So while the money supply of Greenbacks remained solid, the goods it could buy got cut in half. Therefore, the public used the same number of dollars to pay for half the wealth. Simple math would tell you that prices had to double.

      Printing Greenbacks did not lead to long term inflation. It proved that America could print money to pay for society’s needs. Pieces of paper backed by anything in demand—gold, silver, labor, roads, canals, victory in battle, etc.—have value. The government can pay workers who trudge, slog, sweat, and think in the construction of a canal. The “sweat equity” produced by these workers imparts value to the green paper. No private fat-cat banker “lends this money into existence.” Instead, our government—representing us—pays these workers for adding the societal value of a new canal. The workers’ labor—and the canal they’ve built—backs these green pieces of paper. Good as gold!

      So when a canal construction worker buys a shirt with his government-printed Greenback, the clothing retailer can smile that he received a piece of paper backed by something of real value—a new canal that can carry shipments of clothing to his store. It works for everybody—more wealth for all—except for the bankers.

      Sadly, when the conspirators gunned down Lincoln, the Greenback dream suffered a fatal blow. Nevertheless, America used them for decades after the Civil War. The bills retained their value well into the early twentieth century.

      Backing dollars with only one commodity—gold—incentivizes nefarious actors like the bankers to hoard this single commodity. In fact, the bankers did exactly that between the end of the Civil War and the beginning of the twentieth century, wreaking great havoc upon the American economy—particularly upon the farmers and factory workers under the bankers’ thumb. The common people, for the most part, hated the gold standard then because it gave far too much centralized power to the bankers. Therefore, many called for silver as an alternative “backing” to dollars—thus Dorothy’s silver (not ruby) slippers in the original Wizard of Oz novel.

      Instead of gold, we should back our dollars with anything valued by society. We should back our money with whatever value We the People create—whether as gold-miners, farmers, factory workers, office managers, pilots, soldiers, doctors, teachers, butchers, bakers, or candlestick makers. This will eliminate any centralized cabal of individuals from dominating the monetary system.

      

      In 1912—one year before the establishment of the private “Federal” Reserve banking cartel—a man named Alfred Owen Crozier wrote a book entitled U.S. Money vs. Corporation Currency. He could see through Wall Street’s central banking proposal, so he proposed an alternative: A U.S. Monetary Council created by a Constitutional Amendment. This council, composed of seventy-five federal and state elected officials, would monitor the issuance of every dollar bill. Crozier proposed that each dollar have gold backing, but I would modify his proposal to have every dollar backed by anything of tangible value—labor, services, goods, gold, silver, whatever. I like his proposal because it takes our monetary system away from Wall Street and places it under the citizens’ control. This U.S. Monetary Council, representing the people, would replace the Federal Reserve, which now only represents the bankers.

      Today, our “secret-private-banking-cartel-controlled-debt-money-system” keeps the “banker inflators” out of the limelight. Therefore, bankers like Edgar Bundy Russell of Concord Bancor can skim off trillions from American citizens. Our hard-earned wealth transfers into their pockets via the inflation they create.

      Keep in mind that whatever backs our money—gold, silver, labor, manufactured goods, new roads, services, etc.—does not create our problems. Instead, problems arise from the people in power who issue money. If we as Americans could monitor whoever creates our money supply, we could then kick them out of power—and prosecute them, if necessary—whenever they try to hoard it, inflate it, deflate it, or steal it!

      Let us bring our money back under the control of We the People, and out of the hands of the private, secret bankers!

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 49

          

          
            The Fear of Man

          

          Stephen Hood returns

        

      

    

    
      Edgar Russell sat gazing at his 42-inch monitor. Heat rose into his neck and curses formed on his lips as he finished reading “Jackson Lincoln’s” latest blog. “He mentions me by name!”

      Long ago, Edgar had banished the fear of man from his heart. In the presence of the Ascended Masters, he had experienced reverence—even terror at times. But toward men, he felt only contempt or triumph.

      Yet this morning, the blogger had aroused ‘the fear of man’ in Edgar—motivating him toward another emotion: seething rage.

      The Network that Edgar Bundy Russell and a small number of other individuals presided over had grown for more than a century into a vast entity—a complex array of interlocking sub-organizations: some governmental, some private, some “above-board,” and others operating in the underworld.

      When Edgar phoned one of these organizations, a senior Network executive based in Maryland picked up the phone. “Yes, Mr. Russell?”

      “I want this blogger ‘Jackson Lincoln’ done away with. Do I make myself clear?”

      “You do, Mr. Russell. We have a man on it already—an operative named ‘Stephen Hood.’”

      “I want our full backing behind Hood,” Edgar ordered. “Whatever he needs, give it to him.”

      

      Stephen Hood flew at six hundred miles an hour over the Atlantic on a Network jet. Onboard, he communicated with cyber-operatives in Maryland.

      “I should arrive at Dulles in a couple of hours,” Hood stated.

      “Copy that. We’ll send a car,” a voice on his laptop answered.

      For the next few hours, via laptop, Hood and the operatives formulated a strategy for tracking down this “Jackson Lincoln.”

      Stephen Hood surged with confidence—an unfamiliar emotion of late. Finding this blogger should prove a cinch and bring him back in favor with his superiors. “But you said that last time!” he voiced reflexively.

      “What?” the laptop inquired.

      “Nothing.”

      He would not lose focus. During his recovery in Switzerland, he had spent days with operatives reviewing the details of his encounter with Kyle Hathcock and his mother, Nicole: trailing Kyle in his car, the U-turn after Kyle had parked, the sound of Nicole’s car starting, his sprint toward the house with his pistol, tripping over the curbside, his firing at the SUV, them firing back—everything.

      He would not fail again. Per Edgar’s orders, the Network commissioned an array of intelligence operatives to assist Hood. They would leave no stone unturned until they had identified, confirmed, and dispatched the target.

      While he sat on a space-age-styled sofa and hunched over his laptop, a flock of six invisible winged creatures flew outside the craft’s windows. Grenwald, the High Prince of Western Europe, had ordered three European-based demons to escort the jet. Liwanu had commissioned another three from America to join them over the middle of the Atlantic Ocean.

      

      Hours later, Stephen Hood descended into Dulles Airport. Two angels—close compatriots of Carioch, the protector of Allen Grady’s family—hid themselves behind a luggage carrier parked on the tarmac. They noted the cluster of six demons escorting the inbound jet.

      As soon as the plane landed, three of the dark creatures pealed off eastward at incredible speed. The three demons from Europe had heard of Anakrin’s and Baradal’s destruction in the presence of Liwanu. They wanted to leave America as fast as possible and rid themselves of any association with Hood.

      The two angels on the tarmac watched a man debark the luxury plane and step into a car waiting on the tarmac. One of the angels, called Surien, recognized the man as Stephen Hood—the one who had tried to murder Nicole and Kyle Hathcock.

      “You must fly south at once to Petersburg!” Surien exclaimed to his companion. “Warn Carioch of trouble coming his way. I will follow the car.

      Surien’s companion flitted away, remaining concealed until he could take to the air some distance from Dulles. He then rocketed southward toward Petersburg.

      To Surien’s consternation, he noted a circle of demons hovering and expanding outward above Hood’s car as it left the airport. Maintaining its center over the vehicle, the circle widened as dozens more demons joined the three.

      Surien realized their intention: to keep all angelic eyes off this man.

      The “swirling donut of evil” soon expanded to over a quarter mile wide above the moving car.

      In frustration, Surien surmised he could never track Hood under such a covering. The demons would hide Hood without any angel learning of his location.

      Surien would have to give up his secret chase—but not before delivering a parting shot. Rocketing up from a tree line and straight into the western rim of the demonic circle, he drew his sword and slashed its golden blade into a cluster of creatures. He cut and hacked at the demons.

      “Arrrrrgh! An enemy has breached our ranks!” Dozens of demons shouted.

      “Time to depart,” Surien voiced to himself. “But not before a bit of mockery.”

      Great flurries of bat-like wings sped from the east, north, and south. Dozens more tried to cut off his route to the west. He would have to act at once.

      “Dark spirits of the Great Dragon!” Surien cried out, as he fluttered backward in a westerly direction. “We know who you escort! And we will stand against you in force when you arrive to do your foul deeds in Petersburg! Yes! Yes! We know all about your intentions. And we will stop you!”

      His words sounded into the inferno of demons bearing down on him. With a lightning pivot, he turned and rocketed west—just in time, before they could close off his escape.

      He winced over losing track of Stephen Hood. Carioch and his companions in Petersburg would need to remain on high alert. An attack against Allen Grady could come at any time.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 50

          

          
            Bank mergers

          

          Meeting Khun Lek

        

      

    

    
      Order the book for a friend: https://soaw.mysamcart.com/checkout/source-of-all-wealth-novel-ebook

      

      Allen sat with Corey Wilson in his back office at Concord Bancor. Corey had wanted to discuss some bank teller matters, but soon their conversation took another turn.

      Allen heaved a sigh and stated, “Corey, I feel out of my pay grade to mention this but I have a hard time with Ryan Pizner’s visits. I don’t like the way he treats you.”

      Corey shook his head slightly before responding. “You have to understand the industry these days,” Corey finally said. “Banks consolidating left and right.”

      “But what does that have to do with the way Pizner treats you?” Allen asked.

      “Mergers can make upper-echelon people like him behave that way.”

      “I’d heard a rumor that Concord Bancor might soon merge with a European bank.”

      “You heard right. It could happen anytime. I’ve worked through three mergers in my career.”

      “But I still don’t understand how it relates to Ryan Pizner chewing you out.”

      “He wants me outta here,” Corey said, staring out his office window into the dumpster area behind the building. “Pizner’s higher-ups want to pin dirt on me so when they sack me, I can’t complain to the Labor Relations Board.”

      “What do you plan to do about that?”

      “Allen, I’ve worked in this business for twenty-five years and I’ve long since given up trying to reform it.” Pausing to reflect, Corey continued, “You might say I’ve grown cynical. If they force me out, they force me out.”

      “But you’ve done nothing but encourage me and the other people working here. You do a great job here as a manager.”

      Corey smiled, still gazing out the back window.

      “Will you do okay? …if they force you out?” Allen asked.

      “I should hold out for a year or two. My wife pinches pennies, so we’ve stored up a nest egg. But I will need to find work.”

      “Do you think more people will have to go?” Allen asked tentatively.

      “From what I went through with the other mergers, I’d say yes.”

      “What do you think that’ll mean for me?” Allen gulped.

      “In all honesty, Allen, they may not keep you. I hate to say this, but…”

      “But what?”

      “Allen, you may have to go first.”

      “Really!” Allen exclaimed. He felt as though someone had punched him in the gut.

      “I can’t lie to you,” Corey continued. “I know your family’s situation. And I pray for you every day, brother, but I can’t deny that as a real possibility. Things’ll get ugly around here once they start ‘consolidating’ and laying off people left and right.”

      “Wow!” Allen exclaimed, as he shook his head.

      “Just look at this as a ‘heads up.’ I don’t enjoy telling you.”

      “You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

      

      At lunchtime, Allen drove to the Pad Thai Garden restaurant. Unlike his and Caleb’s normal procedure of surreptitious blog hand-offs, Allen planned to ask Caleb to risk a face-to-face sit-down meeting.

      When Caleb arrived at 11:45, Allen asked, “Could we eat together? I’ve got a lot I want to talk about.”

      “Do you feel safe doing this?” Caleb asked nervously.

      “No, I don’t. But I’ll take the risk anyway.”

      “Okay, let’s get a table.”

      They found a booth in the rear.

      Young professionals on their lunch hour began to file in and the place filled up.

      After perusing their menus, Caleb asked, “Since you know Thai food so well, what do you think I should order?”

      “I’d go for this place’s namesake, pad thai. Do you want it with shrimp?”

      “Nah. I don’t like seafood.”

      “How about chicken.”

      “Maybe. Could you describe pad thai?”

      “Stir-fried rice noodles with crushed peanuts, spices, vegetables, and meat.”

      Anything more exotic than a taco could spook Caleb, but he said, “I’ll give it a try. I just don’t want it spicy.”

      They ordered pad thai for Caleb and tom kaa gai for Allen, a white coconut-based soup with chicken, ginger, and astringent flavorings.

      As they waited, Allen noticed the Burmese waitress he had met during his first visit. He waved hello to her.

      She walked over and said, “Sawatee kaa,” greeting him with the traditional wai, her hands folded prayer-like in a gesture of greeting.

      “Sawatee krap,” Allen responded. “I’d like to talk with the Thai owner if I can.”

      “You can find him in the back,” she said.

      “I’ll meet with him before I leave.”

      The waitress ambled over to greet an arriving couple.

      “I love it!” Caleb exclaimed. “You speak Thai and know so much about Thai food!”

      “I lived and breathed the culture for years.”

      As their food arrived, Caleb asked, “What do you want to talk about?”

      Allen shifted forward in his seat, “You’ve asked me before about my going full-time with the blog.”

      “Yes, I have.” Caleb breathed in the steam from his noodles.

      Allen scooped white rice with his spoon and immersed it into the white coconut milk and ginger of his steaming soup. “The bank where I work might lay me off soon.”

      “Really.”

      “Concord Bancor plans to merge with some big European bank. With my lack of experience, they’ll likely drop me for a ‘reduction-in-force.’”

      “A RIF, eh?”

      “Yeah. The bank hasn’t said anything official about the merger, but we know it’ll happen soon.”

      “Ah yes, corporate expansion. The big boys have gobbled up nearly every decent-sized local business here in Petersburg.”

      “And I’ve seen,” Allen continued, “that corporate expansion can bring toxicity. I love the people at my local branch, but I can’t stand the corporate hierarchy. The upper echelon guy who visits every week acts like a ruthless careerist who’ll step on anyone.”

      “I guess you would expect that, given your opinion of big bankers.”

      “I chatted with my coworkers after talking with my boss yesterday. They all seem resigned to the fact that the personnel roster will shrink after the merger. Some confided they’ve already made plans in case they lose their jobs.”

      “Have you made plans?”

      “Not yet. But I do want to talk with Emily about this.”

      “I’ll back you up however I can,” Caleb pledged. “With your blog’s readership going up, I think we’ll have the means to match your bank salary very soon.”

      “I just hope the audience will hold… I mean, what if the blog readers start losing interest in me?”

      “At the rate we’re growing, I don’t see that happening.”

      The two ate silently for a while until Allen looked across the restaurant and commented, “I’d like to practice some Thai now.”

      “Have at it,” Caleb said. “I’ll finish my noodles while you do.”

      Allen got up and walked toward a slender black-haired man in his early thirties waving to a departing customer from behind the cash register.

      “Sawatee kap!” Allen folded his hands in a wai and greeted the man, the restaurant’s owner.

      The owner responded with a smile, “Sawatee kap! You speak Thai. Have you traveled to Thailand?”

      “Chai kap. Cheu Allen. Yin dee tee dai ru-jak kun kap,” Allen said with near flawless pronunciation. The phrase meant, “Yes. My name is Allen. Nice to meet you.”

      “You speak Thai well! Cheu Lek. Yin dee tee dai ru-jak chen gan kap,” which meant, “My name is Lek. Nice to meet you, too.”

      Lek added in English, “You must have lived in Thailand a long time!”

      “Our family lived there for several years. How long have you lived in the States?”

      “About three years, but I only opened this restaurant a few months ago. I worked at my sister’s restaurant in another city before that.”

      “What part of Thailand do you come from?”

      “My family lives in Nonthaburi near Bangkok.”

      “I know that area well.

      After some more chatting and a wave to the owner, Allen returned to his table.

      “How’d it go?” Caleb asked, having now finished his pad thai noodles.

      “Great, I had fun speaking Thai with him.” Allen looked toward the owner at the cashier counter.

      “So cool!”

      After paying, they departed.

      

      That evening, Allen shared with Emily what Corey had said to him about the bank merger and the probable layoffs. He also reported the good news from Caleb about the money coming in from the blog.

      “I’ll support you whatever happens,” Emily said.

      Allen embraced her. “Thanks for walking through this with me.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” she smiled.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 51

          

          
            Marsh weeds swaying in a breeze

          

          Time to get to work

        

      

    

    
      Jessica Riley sat at a coffee shop near her parents’ house, southeast of Richmond. As she sipped her coffee, she enjoyed the view of marsh weeds swaying in a breeze along the James River.

      Her life had felt like a whirlwind these past several weeks. The shutdown of the Petersburg Star Ledger, the blog’s launch and quick increase in readership, Caleb’s serendipitous interactions with Allen… she found it hard to take it all in. And the blog posts! Each new post by Allen inserted a twinge of conflict into Jessica’s heart. Allen’s Christianity irked her. But what he explained regarding the “world system” opened her eyes to something new, something dark, something that she had never thought about during her twenty-seven years of life.

      When she had matriculated to the College of William and Mary, not only had she left behind her high school sensibilities, she had exited her parents’ Christian influence. At W&M, she met students who lived another way. Their secularity appealed to her—so free-thinking, so able to abandon themselves to whichever passion they fancied. While she could not bring herself to follow her new friends into their more carnal pursuits, she did follow them with her mind. Like a fading sunset, her acknowledgment of God—of Jesus—receded over the horizon. She had never really known Him anyway.

      When she moved back in with her parents after the demise of the New York blog, she agreed to stay with them as long as they did not challenge her secular worldview. Sensing how they groaned over her spiritual estrangement, she felt saddened at times. She couldn’t suppress the awareness of their pain. For fleeting moments, she even felt faint yearnings to run toward the warmth of their faith. Yet she resisted. If she could read their minds, she would know they spent much time in aching prayer upon their knees.

      She got along well with her parents and they enjoyed each other’s company. But their communication consisted largely of polite niceties on mundane topics—never touching below the surface to the heart.

      Jessica felt conflicted. So much of her wanted to leave town and start over again for a third time. Yet she felt loyalty toward Caleb and the new blog. And each post mesmerized her. The guy Allen’s vivid descriptions of good and evil locked in an epic struggle fascinated her.

      They also troubled her. Like any sane individual, she wanted to live on the side of “good,” but Allen’s black-and-white divide between right and wrong seemed so stark, so brutally diametric. Had not her William & Mary professors and friends drilled into her that no one person can dictate morality? “We create our own morality,” her sophomore philosophy professor had crooned. “We determine our own destiny. We each sail forth as the captains over our souls.”

      On that bucolic Williamsburg campus years ago, her professor’s words had lilted over her psyche like the soothing breezes of a spring day. But the dark world revealed through Allen’s blog now made her question the locutions of her university professors.

      She could not shake the notion that if a standard of morality existed, then a “morality-giver” might exist as well.

      

      While Jessica wrestled through these issues, Stephen Hood drove into the parking lot of the Double Time Hotel near Petersburg.

      Three other Network operatives arrived later that day to assist him.

      Time to get to work.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 52

          

          
            Mr. Speaker

          

          A drunken stupor

        

      

    

    
      The blustery morning in Travilah, Maryland, ruled out triathlon training outside for Speaker of the House Coz MacKenna. A long-time devotee to the sport, MacKenna usually shrugged off bad weather. But today he stayed indoors. With war clouds in the air these days, Coz found it hard to pry himself away from the TV screen.

      

      Christened “Cosimo Gerard MacKenna” and raised in Maryland, Coz boasted family roots dating back to the early 1700’s in America. His ancestors included Charles Carroll—the longest surviving signer of the Declaration of Independence. Coz had known privilege since birth. He also knew the piety of a religious heritage. His parents had sent him to Catholic grade schools before his matriculation to Harvard. Religious instruction begat within him a stridency toward causes he perceived as moral and right.

      During his times at Harvard, Oxford (Rhodes scholarship), and Georgetown, where he received his Ph.D. in Government Policy, Coz proved himself the consummate politician. Glad-handing friends and schmoozing professors, he possessed the uncanny ability to make everyone around him feel comfortable and well-looked-after. “A man without guile,” people would say. “Earnest in desire to benefit his fellow man,” related one newspaper article during his first Congressional bid. He never conveyed the “greasy politician” feel of his fellow legislators, but rather came across as warm and accessible to all.

      And boy could he speak! He left crowds hanging on his every word.  One sunny-feeling citizen after hearing Coz on the stump commented, “When I listen to him in person, I feel transported to a better place!”

      When he had graduated from Georgetown, Coz plunged himself into righting the wrongs of the world—“wrongs” that he listed, categorized, and prioritized. His Georgetown Jesuit professors would soon hear much about their young progeny on the national scene. At age 28, after a summer in Rome and on the sunny Mediterranean Isle of Malta, Coz returned to Maryland to plunge himself into an election campaign for a vacant state delegate seat. He won with the backing of family friends as well as the substantial resources of his own family.

      With the Maryland state delegate job as only a part-time position, he found time to work for a boutique political consultancy firm in D.C. Thus he spent most of his time in Georgetown, staying in an upscale condo his father had bought him. He preferred not to mention this fact to his district constituents.

      This living arrangement delighted his benefactors who harbored great ambitions for him. When a seat opened for the 6th Maryland Congressional District two years later, Coz and his financial backers pounced on it.

      By age 30, he’d found a seat at the big table in the District of Columbia.

      Over the next twelve years, Coz MacKenna climbed the Congressional rankings to the pinnacle: Speaker of the House. He had ascended to the position by age 42, making him the second youngest Speaker in American history. A confirmed bachelor like his famed predecessor of the mid-twentieth century, Speaker Sam Rayburn, Coz had plenty of time in lieu of family life to engage in his greatest love, politics.

      

      Coz did a round of sit-ups as he listened to the morning news. Unlike his fellow citizens, he understood the backstories behind the media narratives. He knew the players—like Edgar Bundy Russell and General Benedict R. Lemnitzer—and he apperceived their plans. The Ascended Masters had granted him understanding on such matters.

      Coz had first learned of the Ascended Masters during his Oxford days. At Christ Church College—among the oldest and most prestigious in Oxford’s “college” system—he had entered a secretive order of young men who sought after “knowledge of the divine.” Unsatisfied with the plain reading of Biblical text, these men searched for esoteric meanings beneath its pages.

      The key to this “Divine Mind,” as they called it, lay in the impeccable observance of centuries-old rituals. The order’s predecessors had long since honed and refined these to perfection. Incantations, incense, and even blood sacrifice, performed on auspicious dates would draw forth beings who would speak to them and even inhabit their bodies.

      Just days ago, Coz had met with some of his Oxford buddies in the D.C. area to conduct a séance. During the gathering, he had received word from one being—directed to his mind alone—that President Burkham’s days in office would soon draw to a close.

      He cherished this kernel of insight. As Speaker of the House, third in line from the presidency, he pondered what pathway these beings might have for the man second-in-line, Vice President Lyman Murray.

      

      The past three weeks, Vice President Lyman Murray had spent his days drinking himself into a stupor, interrupted at times by fits of torment. Ever since Paul Hölzer enlightened him to the fact that he would soon replace Leonard Burkham as President of the United States, he attempted to drown his discomfiture in rivers of bourbon. Even his distracted and distant wife noticed this “three-week drunk.” His Secret Service handlers found themselves in a quandary over how to care for their charge.

      The president never consulted nor interacted with his Vice President, preferring to keep him hidden far from the cameras. Thus no one in the White House knew or much less cared about the emotional dive of the man “one heart-beat away from the president.”

      On the other hand, Edgar Bundy Russell, Paul Hölzer, and others in their company fretted. Murray’s drinking binge—which showed no sign of abating—could scuttle their plans. Should they eliminate Murray—via scandal or health concerns? Should they replace him with another of their puppets? The clock ticked as the demons hounded them to keep up the momentum for the “Event.”

      

      As the bankers fussed and debated about their presidential replacement operation, Wally O’Brian fumed in his studio with his producer. “I’ve tried for a month to nab an interview with this ‘Jackson Lincoln.’”

      He gave Caleb Daugherty another call.

      Caleb picked up his cell phone as he saw O’Brian’s name flash on the screen. “Hello?”

      “I imagine you know what I want to talk about,” O’Brian said.

      “I have my guesses.”

      “What do you say? Can he talk to me?” O’Brian implored.

      “Give me a few weeks. Something could soon change that might make him more open to an interview.”

      “A few weeks?”

      “Yes,” Caleb said.

      “Alright, but don’t keep me hangin’ too long. I might burst a blood vessel.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 53

          

          
            A merchant journey

          

          First Century Jerusalem

        

      

    

    
      Since Asher’s meeting with the Parthian traders and the sale of the Arabian horses, he found himself with little time on his hands. Meeting with other traders, strategizing for the expansion of his business empire, and figuring out how to surpass the wealth of Jerusalem’s leading merchant occupied almost every waking moment. Even on Sabbath days, during which Judaism prescribes a rest period, Asher found himself devising internally how to expand his trade. While he would never admit it, his vaunted dedication to his family’s religious traditions had slipped.

      His father Levi noticed a tapering off of Asher’s enthusiasm for Synagogue. But then he would brush aside such concerns as he observed his son’s prowess as a trader. An unseen drive seemed to push his son forward. Yet if Levi could have peered into Asher’s soul, he would have found no joy. He would have looked upon a desperate young man.

      Asher had entrenched within his psyche the belief, from the Book of Tobit, that “alms to the poor brings one salvation.” Thus, he never found rest. In slipping from biblical Judaism, he had, in a sense, created a new and “personal” religion—one that demanded tireless labor. In seeking salvation his own way, his interest in the God of the Scriptures had atrophied to a dried husk.

      At an assembling of the Lesser Sanhedrin at the Damascus Gate, the subject of the Galilean prophet dominated conversation. Many of these elders at the Gate had friends among the higher religious leaders who wanted to bring Jesus down. They knew of plans afoot: the Greater Sanhedrin leaders planned to separate Jesus from the crowds and arrest him for blasphemy. Some of the elders at the gate sympathized with this anger, but Levi held his tongue. Asher also stayed out of the fray.

      

      One day, Asher went to visit the Roman garrison outside the city-sized Antonia Fortress built at the eastern end of the Jerusalem city wall. His trade in Arabian horses made him popular among the normally wary Legionnaires.

      “When do you think the next shipment of stallions and mares will come in?” asked a muscular, clean-shaven Centurion named Tulio, as Asher approached.

      “I expect my Parthian contact to arrive very soon with a new herd,” Asher answered. “We communicate via message couriers along the trade routes.”

      “Let me know first when they arrive,” Tulio winked.

      “Who would I think of before you,” Asher responded evasively. He knew that the glad-hearted banter could devolve into bitter contentions with these characters. Best to keep him happy.

      “You speak kindly to me as a Roman, young Asher. Would to it that all of your countrymen did so. Your province troubles Rome.”

      After an awkward pause, Asher replied, “A sad condition, I concede, but I do hope peace will prevail.”

      Changing the subject, Tulio inquired, “What do you think of the prophet Jesus?”

      Asher shuddered within, but to keep the conversation flowing, he offered, “I spoke with him once face-to-face.”

      “Really?” Tulio responded, intrigued.

      “A humble fellow. And while I haven’t seen any, I’ve heard some about his supposed miracles.”

      “Oh, yes,” Tulio piped in. “I’ve heard of them, too. Jovan, another Centurion I know, reported to us about a year ago how Jesus healed his valuable servant from an incurable disease. He wouldn’t stop talking about it for weeks.

      “I find it very strange,” Tulio added. “Usually, whenever anyone around here stirs up even a small following, he ends up nailed to a cross. But my higher-ups seem to tolerate this fellow.”

      The more they continued in conversation about Jesus, the more bothered Asher felt. Could he never avoid this prophet, even in conversation with a pagan trading partner?

      Maybe he needed to take up travel. A merchant journey. Yes! A way to remove himself far from the scene.

      Over the next several days, Asher hatched a plan. He would board a trading vessel and sail the Mediterranean Sea to some distant city. He anticipated building new trading relationships abroad. And he looked forward to separating himself far from the prophet Jesus!
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            Gator squares

          

          “What a world we live in.”

        

      

    

    
      The three amphibious ships of PHIBRON 15 had steamed for two weeks since departing from Guam. They had stopped short of Taiwan by one hundred and fifty nautical miles. Commander Seventh Fleet ordered them to remain in “gator squares,” small rectangular areas of ocean laid out on nautical charts. Each ship would sail inside a box at bare steerageway—about three knots—bouncing around like the electronic balls in the old Pong video games. Boring for everyone, marine and sailor alike.

      Aboard the USS Inchon, one of the three amphibious ships in PHIBRON 15, Colonel Halbright consumed his days training, briefing, and planning with the Marines under his command. This rigor kept his dark trepidations in suspended animation, blocking out the dread threatening to consume him. With his years of combat experience, he had warded off PTSD—Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder—using various “mental hacks.” Burying himself and his troops in training often did the trick.

      The marines started their days with PT—physical training—on the flight decks of the three ships: push-ups, sit-ups, and sophisticated body-weight exercises followed by jogging around the flight deck. After PT, they worked through tactical briefings, combat scenario planning, rifle cleaning, and ammunition tabulation. The aviators and support personnel conducted flight operations with their helicopters, V-22 Ospreys, and F-35Bs. The pilots needed to keep their flight hours up to maintain proficiency both day and night.

      The sailors drilled for air, surface, or submarine attacks, honing their ship-defense and damage-control skills to perfection. If a projectile impacted the ship, the sailors would rush to fight the fire and flooding and seal off the damaged area with watertight doors. A foreboding sense of fatalism cut into them as they drilled. They knew that the impact of a Chinese air-to-surface, surface-to-surface or, heaven forbid, a land-based missile, could render their damage control efforts futile. Any one of these missile barrages could blow a vessel sky-high with nothing left to patch together.

      Marine and sailor alike got very little rest for days. Although, the pilots did receive their allotted “crew rest” to prevent fatigue—and potential crashes.

      

      Commodore Curler sat in his commodore’s chair on the flag bridge aboard the Inchon. He looked across the rain-drizzled Pacific horizon at nothing in particular.

      Rear Admiral Kessing, Vice Commander of Seventh Fleet, had just conversed with Curler over a secure line. Kessing ordered the Amphibious Squadron to remain in the gator squares, standing by for further instructions.

      Curler felt little trepidation about the events likely to transpire. While he experienced some pre-combat jitters, he did not allow for fear felt by most men—especially fear brought on by moral reservations. His sense of superiority gave him confidence—even with the possible onset of war. The Commodore felt excitement as he anticipated the hundreds of missiles hurling across the sky in both directions. He believed the U.S. Navy could beat back anything the Chinese might throw at them.

      Commodore Curler oft repeated to all hands onboard the well-worn military maxim, “The more we sweat in peace, the less we bleed in war.” Everyone aboard the ships understood that horrific violence could flare up at any moment—leading to a fiery death for the lot of them if they did not prepare well enough.

      

      Colonel Halbright climbed up the “ladder” (nautical slang for a stairway) to the Commodore’s bridge. He wanted to observe the takeoff and vertical landings of the F-35B Marine fighter jets.

      “Colonel, how late do you want to go with night flight ops this evening?” Commodore Curler asked as the Colonel entered the bridge.

      “I’d like to keep it going until 22:00, Commodore.”

      Dusk had fallen upon the flight deck as the orange ball of the sun sunk into the ocean horizon. Floodlights on the flight deck lit up the F-35B’s taxiing near the stern, pivoting toward the bow, and firing up their Pratt & Whitney F135 jet engines. Angling the jet exhaust downward toward the flight deck, each airplane, in succession, screamed forward into the darkening sky.

      Marine aviators also launched huge CH-53K King Stallion helicopters with their roaring rotors that could rival the decibel level of the F-35B’s jet engines. The aviators left no stone unturned in perfecting their skills, knowing their lives depended on them.

      “Commander Seventh Fleet told us to stay put here for a while,” Curler commented to the Colonel.

      The Commodore paused to take in the view of the spinning tilt rotors on a V-22 Osprey. “We’ve got two carrier battle groups steaming our way and a third within five hundred miles north of us already. Something’ll shake up soon with the Chinese. We won’t sit here forever.”

      Colonel Halbright nodded.

      Outside the bridge's window, an F-35B jet floated vertically downward near the stern of the flight deck. Even with sound insulation, the noise of the jet blast made conversation difficult inside the flag bridge. The technology behind that craft never ceased to amaze Colonel Halbright. Each jet possessed the combined abilities of a combat fighter, an electronic sensor platform, and a long-range reconnaissance system. While the Chinese J-20 Fifth Generation fighters possessed superior air speed, the F-35s’ system integration would likely overwhelm them.

      Maybe I should share the Commodore’s confidence, Halbright thought. Maybe we can win. Or make them give up before firing a shot. Then in a flash, the unthinkable alternative returned to his mind. He drove it out.

      “Colonel,”  Commodore Curler stated. “I’ve given some thought to your concerns about this conflict going hot.”

      “Yes?”

      “I ran through the scenario mapping done by the Bland Corporation regarding naval and air engagements with the Chinese. With the F-35s up and online and now increasing in fleet usage, we have the Chinese cornered at every angle. They’ll back down when we start our move toward Taiwan.”

      “What if they don’t?”

      “They will. Their leaders don’t want to die. They know our nukes target them down to the inch. If they shoot first they’ll die within an hour—and they know that.”

      “You sound confident.”

      “You could say that. And I trust our government.”

      “Do you?”

      “I do. Like I’d said before, if we don’t act now… if we wait a few more years to confront the Chinese, they’ll have caught up with us technology-wise.”

      “What a world we live in.” The Colonel murmured under his breath.

      “What’d you say?”

      “I’ve gotta go down to the hangar bay to evaluate Major Thomas’ combat scenario planning,” Halbright said as he excused himself.

      “Should my steward set a place for you at the table in my cabin this evening?”

      “No, I’ll eat with my men in the enlisted mess hall.”

      Colonel Halbright lifted the lever to a water-tight door sealing the flag bridge and walked out to the catwalk facing the flight deck. He clamped the door shut behind him. Popping two yellow foam plugs into his ears to deafen the sound of the screaming jets, he climbed down a couple flights of ladders to the hangar bay.

      Something didn’t sit right with what the Commodore had said. What if the Chinese, in defense of their national pride, decided they could fire missiles on U.S. cities once they started losing? He recalled a quote from Chairman Mao back in 1957…

      

      “I’m not afraid of nuclear war. There are 2.7 billion people in the world; it doesn’t matter if some are killed. China has a population of 600 million; even if half of them are killed, there are still 300 million people left. I’m not afraid of anyone.”

      

      Why wouldn’t today’s Chinese leaders share that same mentality? Those idiots in Washington want to play dice with millions—no, billions—of lives, Halbright thought. “Time to pour myself into training before I go completely insane,” he spoke aloud—his words drowned out by the F-35s’ jet-wash.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 55

          

          
            Thick with cloud cover

          

          Allen leaves

        

      

    

    
      Snow flurries swirled around the light outside Stephen Hood’s motel room door. Dozens of demons clustered near the light stirring and grumbling. The cold did not affect them, but they stamped around the pavement as if it did. They yearned to see blood spilled.

      Hood slept.

      He had spent another late evening cruising around Petersburg, looking for any sign of the blogger. Whenever he drove, he interacted with Network operators in Maryland using a laptop hard-mounted to his dashboard. He and his partners also monitored Caleb and Jessica. While observing nothing out of the ordinary with Jessica, they did see significant gaps in Caleb’s cell phone usage.

      Hood’s superiors had not yet ordered him to confront Caleb or Jessica, but they might soon. He and his partners had multiple tools at their disposal for prying information out of them.

      The sky, for the past several days, remained thick with cloud cover, hindering the Network drone’s ability to scan Petersburg.

      

      At the Richmond Fed building, a bored night watchman entered a conference room. He passed his flashlight beam over the long table and plush chairs. Quiet and dark as usual.

      Liwanu, Prince of North America, glanced up at the guard as he departed. He had resided in the room for several days with dozens of his demonic underlings. He turned toward a blackish-gray imp who had flown in through a window and alighted onto the center of the conference table.

      “What have you heard from Maryland?” Liwanu growled.

      “Your servant reports that the drone operators have sighted nothing in Petersburg. The operatives monitor Caleb Daugherty and Jessica Riley, but they have found no sign of the blogger.”

      “Just what I’d thought from those bungling incompetents!” Liwanu exclaimed. He turned toward a crow-like creature beside him. “Horus, I want you to choose two hundred warriors for a feint-in-force against Caleb Daugherty. He will have protectors, but I expect you to drive them off!”

      “Your servant obeys,” Horus responded.

      Turning to a slender, scale-covered warrior, Liwanu hissed. “Quicksilver, you will carry a message to Stephen Hood’s escorts. Communicate to them that I want Caleb Daugherty abducted!”

      “Yes, my master!” Quicksilver eased into the night sky through a windowpane and then flew southward like an arrow.

      Liwanu ordered two other servants. “Fly with all possible speed across the Atlantic Ocean to the Master’s lair. Seek an audience before him. Ask counsel on how to replace President Burkham.” Liwanu knew well of Edgar Bundy Russell’s quandary with Vice President Murray’s drunkenness.

      Upon Liwanu’s order, the two shot like bullets toward the Atlantic coast.

      He hoped they would return with an answer from Satan’s abode the following day.

      Turning to the other demons in the conference room, Liwanu stated, “In the morning, I will fly north.”

      

      At Concord Bancor, Petersburg branch, Corey Wilson informed Allen Grady that the bank would no longer need his services and to prepare for his departure.

      The higher-ups had decided to lay him off—just as Corey Wilson had predicted.

      Days later, Corey and the other employees gave Allen a goodbye party.

      “I feel terrible about Concord laying you off,” Corey said to Allen after the party. “But, you know, I might have to depart from here soon myself. The higher-ups could cut off half the staff here before they finish their ‘downsizing.’”

      “I understand,” Allen responded sadly. He would miss his friends at Concord.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 56

          

          
            Everyone’s Favorite Punching Bag

          

          Allen’s blog

        

      

    

    
      During lunch the next day, Allen met Caleb at a nearby restaurant. After updating him about his soon departure from the teller job, Allen slipped to Caleb his latest article.  Caleb brought the sheets of paper home, edited and typed up the content, and sent it to Jessica. She posted the blog online. Allen had entitled it…

      Everyone’s Favorite Punching Bag: The U.S. Congress

      

      When you think of the U.S. Congress, what words come to mind? How about…. 

      •	Lazy

      •	Bought off

      •	Do-nothing

      •	Big spenders

      •	Big borrowers

      •	Utter incompetence

      •	Thorough corruption

      •	Political hacks, almost the whole lot of them

      

      The latest poll I saw put Congress at 78% disapproval and 20% approval—a 58% negative split!

      When I hear from conservatives or liberals, barely any of them have anything nice to say about Congress. Almost to a man or woman, they speak poorly of them.

      Have you ever asked yourself why?

      Why do we Americans despise Congress? Why do we view them as no better than a den of vipers?  How did it come to this?

      Over two hundred years ago, during the early days of our Republic, the writers of our Constitution placed Congress in Article One—before the president and before the Supreme Court. You would think they saw Congress as most important—as the direct representatives of We the People and our voice in deciding the direction of our nation.  But today, We the People have turned our backs on Congress. Or, have they turned their backs on us?

      I would suggest the latter.

      Congress has always had bad apples, but for most of our history we liked them—especially our own Congressperson. But today, we can’t stand them—either as a group or individually!

      Why?

      Our Founders set up our Congressmen to serve us—The People. But if Congress today has to slink hat-in-hand to the private, banker-owned “Federal” Reserve, then who does it really serve?

      Not us.

      If you look at the trend lines over the past hundred years, you’ll notice a correlation between our descending disapproval toward Congress and the rising power of the giant bankers.  Since the private bankers stole the nation’s monetary system from us in 1913, they have taken over Congress. Like an anaconda, their stranglehold around the necks of our Congressmen has increased in pressure inch by inch every decade.

      Our Constitution mandates that Congress works for the citizens. But today, it works for the big bankers. Like a husband living in denial over his wife’s infidelity, we citizens have allowed our Congress to prostitute itself before the bankers.

      But you might argue. “We pay taxes. Doesn’t Congress depend on us for funding the government rather than the bankers?”

      Congress depends on both the bankers and us. But as our national debt approaches forty trillion dollars, Congress has to borrow a higher percentage than ever before. Who does it borrow from?

      It borrows from private citizens in the form of Treasury Bills that people purchase. And, it borrows from foreign governments. But our government borrows the vast majority of its funding from American financial institutions—mutual funds, depository institutions, and above all from the Federal Reserve itself. Therefore, whoever controls these financial institutions controls Congress.

      The whole situation today with Congress reminds me of Proverbs 22:7, “The rich ruleth over the poor, and the borrower is servant to the lender.”

      

      From 1913 onward, We the People became the dupes and the chumps. And Congress became the patsies. We blame the wrong enemy.  We blame the Congress rather than their masters, the bankers.

      Might I suggest that we stand up and destroy this hydra that sucks the lifeblood out of every man, woman, and child in our land?  Might I suggest that we, the citizens of the United States, rise up and reclaim our bride, the U.S. Congress?  Might I suggest that all of us—including the most liberal Democrats and the most conservative Republicans—demand that our Congress do the following…

      •	First, abolish the privately owned Federal Reserve.  Forget “auditing the Fed.” Kill it.

      •	Restore non-debt Lincoln Greenbacks to our nation, replacing the privately issued “Federal” Reserve Notes.

      •	Abolish the  Income Tax.  We can pay for whatever federal programs that Congress wishes to fund via Lincoln Greenbacks and with tariffs. This will not lead to inflation because We the People will fully back that new cash with the value brought to our society by these programs. And if these programs turn into wasteful, valueless, pork-barrel monstrosities, we will notice immediately the inflation that ensues. We’ll know exactly who caused it, and we will demand that Congress fix it. No more “unknown” reasons for inflation.

      •	This next proposal might raise a few hackles, but hear me out. We should dramatically raise the salary of every Congressman and Senator to $3 million per year while keeping the Presidential and Supreme Court salaries the same. Don’t shout me down yet. Keep reading. Let’s do a little math. Today, we pay our 535 congressmen and senators $180,600 a year, plus benefits. If you combine benefits and salary, it adds up to about $250,000 per year. If you multiply the 535 individuals by $250,000, we pay the whole lot of them $133,750,000 per year. Last year we had a federal budget of over $6 trillion. If we divide $133,750,000 by $6 trillion, we get a ratio around 0.00002.  In other words, Congress today costs us two one-hundred-thousandths of our federal budget.  Yet this “0.00002 Congress” decides (under the strings of their banker-puppet-masters) how to spend this $6 trillion—more than a quarter of which we citizens must borrow, adding around two trillion dollars to our Federal debt every year. With our Congress deciding how to spend $6 trillion every year, it makes sense for us—the citizens—to pay them a lot more. A Congressman making $3 million every year would feel a lot less tempted to take bribes from the corporatists who now control our country! If you still don’t like the idea of paying so much to each Congressman, read on.

      •	Establish term limits for Congress with a Constitutional Amendment put forth by a Convention of States invoked by Article V. (Article V states that “the Legislatures of two-thirds of the several States shall call a Convention for proposing Amendments.”) The new amendment would require that the current Congressmen and Senators step down after two more election terms. Newly elected Senators would serve only two terms and Congressmen would serve only three terms. We could sweeten the deal by paying each member who completes his terms two more years of full salary. This would enable him or her to establish themselves in the private sector again.

      

      By implementing these changes, we would…

      •	Populate Congress with actual working citizens from the real world who would very soon have to enter back into that world, away from Congress, and thus live out the effects of the laws they’d just implemented. I hope they would spend most of their time in Congress repealing the monstrous number of laws and regulations that clog our economy and stifle freedom.

      •	Increase the prestige of the Legislative Branch over the Executive and Judicial branches. Our Founding Fathers called the Legislature the “first among equals.” Today, however, we live under a perversion in which the Judiciary Branch holds the most power and the Executive Branch follows close behind. With each Congressman receiving a salary more than six times that of the president, and almost twelve times that of each Supreme Court justice, the Legislative Branch’s prestige would rise to the top of the three branches.

      

      This “sweet deal” of a $3 million per year salary would come with severe restrictions. Upon completion of a Congressional term limit, the amendment would bar the individual from ever running for Congress or the Senate again—or even from running for president or from appointment to the Supreme Court. It would also bar the former Congressman from lobbying for life. In other words, these fast-rotating congressmen and congresswomen would never serve in any other federal government leadership position for the rest of their lives. And, any form of lobbying by these former Congressmen would bring years of prison without parole.  A revolving door of new people would cycle through Congress with fresh new ideas every two years. And, we would send those who finish their terms “back to the farm” like George Washington or the Roman general Cincinnatus—great examples to us all!

      

      With this amendment ratified, we would learn to love our Congress again. Why? Because our congressmen and congresswomen would serve We the People rather than prostrating themselves before the giant banker-owned oligarchy. With the abolition of the debt-interest-sucking “Fed” and the productivity-destroying Income Tax, our nation would prosper like never before. The bankers who manipulate the markets would lose their power—including their ability to orchestrate the artificial “boom and bust” cycles that work to their benefit and the average person’s ruin.  No more financial rollercoasters!

      If we must have taxation to feel “represented,” I suggest we place tariffs on imports as we did before 1913. Nothing excessive. Just enough to give our American companies a small buffer against foreign competition.

      If our fast-rotating Congress ever gets inflationary with money creation—inflation that We the People would immediately detect—we would “throw the bums out” after one term. We might even want to make a rule that if inflation ever rises above zero, Congress will not receive a salary the following year.

      If, for example, Congress decides to refurbish our Eisenhower Interstate Highway system, it must pay the workers only enough Greenbacks to match the value of these new roads—nothing more. These highway workers would then spend this hard-earned money back into our economy, backed by the better roads which they have built. I call that “real backing and real value!” Good as gold!

      Once we’ve fixed the highways, we could get started on high-speed rail networks, vacuum transport tubes, widened rural roads, bike lanes everywhere, more national parks, modernized shipping ports, and vast new green spaces in our cities. You name it, we could build it. Debt-free. Without inflation.

      Let’s get this Amendment passed and make our Congress the “first among equals!” …as our Founding Fathers intended.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 57

          

          
            Independent streak

          

          The One

        

      

    

    
      Liwanu floated downward toward the roof of Edgar Bundy Russell’s Arlington mansion located near the George Washington Memorial Parkway. Edgar had hired workers to modernize its seven bedrooms, six bathrooms, living spaces, and enormous kitchen while maintaining the rough stone and brick exterior, gabled windows, and colonial-style chimneys. A spread of trees shielded it from the Parkway’s noise behind it, and the four-acre lot kept it out of view of the other homes in the neighborhood—privacy combined with accessibility to the city.  A mere twelve-minute drive to the White House.

      Edgar finished off a breakfast of egg cutlet, organic smoked sausage, and fresh-squeezed orange juice prepared by the kitchen staff that morning. Viewing his back garden through floor-to-ceiling window panels, he conversed with Kichiro Hasegawa through a teleconference screen suspended above his marble-topped breakfast bar.

      “Kichiro, you know our dilemma with Vice President Murray.  His drinking shows no sign of abating.”

      “A most troubling quandary,” Kichiro commiserated.

      “An Amphibious Task Force waits in the vicinity of Taiwan.  We’ve set the stage for combat.  Yet President Burkham’s trepidation could derail everything.”

      “You have led us well, Edgar.  I will support whatever you choose.”

      “We need Burkham out of our way!” Edgar exclaimed.

      “I have studied your nation’s Constitution,” Kichiro stated. “You do have an order of succession beyond the vice president.”

      “I’ve thought of this. Coz MacKenna does serve the Masters like us. But he has this… independent streak.”

      “Independent streak?” Kichiro asked, struggling to comprehend the English.

      “He likes to work outside our authority.”

      “Might we seek our Ascended Masters’ wisdom?”

      “Yes… yes.” Edgar agreed, betraying frustration in his tone.

      “I leave you to your thoughts, Edgar.”

      

      Edgar stood up from his breakfast table—the conversation still bouncing in his mind.  Coz MacKenna… Coz MacKenna.  He didn’t like the man, but the Speaker might serve as a temporary solution.

      He walked into a room his home’s former owners had used for family events.  He had repurposed the space for meditation.  Its design enabled him to place himself in a state of total relaxation combined with heightened attention.

      He lay his back on a contoured woolsack in the center—a position that could induce sleep if he failed to achieve spiritual communication.

      “My masters,” he called. “I need counsel. Will you respond?”

      Liwanu’s monstrous, yet lean figure sat invisible in front of Edgar, seated in lotus position.  He let Edgar supplicate for a while before responding.

      Liwanu knew what he would tell Edgar. Satan had relayed a message through Liwanu’s two servants who had since returned from Europe. “Edgar, listen to my words,” he voiced after a sufficient delay.

      “I listen, my Master.”

      “We have chosen Cosimo MacKenna.” Liwanu knew from millennia of experience that brevity equaled authority.

      Edgar opened his eyes, startling himself out of his trance.  While he would never question an Ascended Master’s counsel, the gravity of what he heard—or sensed in his mind—sent electricity through his body, outward to his fingertips and toes.

      A thought surfaced in Edgar’s mind. A notion that at once filled him with glee and dread. Will the Ascended Masters now bring forth the One?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 58

          

          
            A feint-in-force

          

          Approaching the restaurant

        

      

    

    
      The clouds had lifted over Petersburg. In the sky above Caleb Daugherty’s house, a Network surveillance drone hummed. Its camera focused on Caleb’s front doorstep. Via signal intelligence from the previous day, the drone operators had picked up a phone call between Caleb and Jessica. They learned that the two planned to meet at a restaurant, Ralph’s Burgers on Route 460, at 10 a.m. that morning. The drone hovered silently and invisibly above Caleb’s house. Its operators anticipated he would exit his home soon.

      Stephen Hood had requested of his supervisor in Maryland, “Sir, I want to take in Daugherty and the woman Jessica Riley for questioning. Their meeting today at the restaurant makes this convenient.

      “Permission granted,” his supervisor replied.

      Early that morning, Hood had positioned an operative in a “safe house” he rented the other day. The other two followed him in a second car as he drove toward Ralph’s Burgers.

      Real-time video from the surveillance drone fed into Hood’s dashboard-mounted laptop.

      Whenever Caleb Daugherty left his house, Hood would know.

      

      Caleb slept in late that morning. Swirling shadows and nightmares swept across his mind.

      The demonic feint-in-force had begun against Caleb’s angelic guardians. Demons and angels lunged, dove, rocketed, and slashed at one another.

      The evil creatures’ numbers quickly proved overwhelming, forcing the angels outside of Caleb’s home.

      Like a swarm of black flies buzzing and crawling over raw meat, two hundred demons descended around Caleb.

      The vanquished angels flew off to alert their companions—and to gather reinforcements for a counter-attack.

      Caleb opened his eyes. “What a nightmare! Monsters. Creatures. Man-oh-man, they felt real.”

      He stumbled out of bed and shuffled into the kitchen for a bowl of cereal.

      As he fumbled in a kitchen cabinet, foreboding shrouded his soul. Despite the sunny weather outside, the air felt thick with gloom.

      He sat down at his computer. He wanted to check on new sponsors for the blog before meeting Jessica that morning. The two hadn’t met in person for a while. They needed to better manage the blog’s increase in revenue.

      

      Jessica had enjoyed a pleasant morning. Waking at six, she jogged, showered, and ate a breakfast of granola, yogurt, and blueberries with her parents.

      The next couple of hours she spent preparing for her meeting with Caleb. She typed up a list of new marketing partners and compiled user analytics data before heading out the door.

      

      Caleb stepped out of his front door and drove toward the restaurant—monitored by the Network drone overhead.

      As Jessica motored toward Ralph’s Burgers, a cluster of angelic warriors flew around her—including some of Caleb’s defeated protectors. Dozens of others joined them in anticipation of combat.

      A second Network drone in the sky overhead tracked her.

      

      Stephen Hood’s two henchmen waited in the restaurant’s parking lot.

      Hood had already gone inside Ralph’s Burgers and found a seat at a corner booth. On his cell phone, he viewed in real-time the positions of the two approaching vehicles.

      The two henchmen and Hood planned to approach Caleb and Jessica with concealed pistols—to abduct them for interrogation at the Network safe house.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 59

          

          
            “Don’t get out of your car!”

          

          Sheriff Tinsley

        

      

    

    
      Caleb steered his car into the parking lot, found a spot, and turned off the engine. He fingered an antique derringer pistol in his pants pocket. The crazy dreaming from this morning had set his mind on edge.

      As soon as Caleb parked the car, the spiritual realm above him exploded into battle. Angels shot like flaming arrows against the demonic shield wall surrounding him. Other demons escorting the three operatives launched upward from the parking lot and joined the fray. Golden swords hammered against red scimitars, emitting sparks and smoke.

      Inside the restaurant, a boy and his morbidly obese mother sat down at a booth next to Hood, plopping their food trays onto the table. Hood, ignoring them, waited to confront the blinking dots on his phone.

      Caleb sat in his car, unsure of what to do.

      Two angels had managed for a moment to break through the demonic shield and shout into his mind, “Don’t get out of your car!”

      Out of the corner of his eye, he noted Jessica’s car pulling into a spot near his. As she got out, he rolled down his window and called, “Jessica.”

      “Oh, hi. I didn’t see you there.”

      “Something in my gut doesn’t feel right.”

      As he spoke, the two operatives stepped out of their car and trotted toward the reporters. Caleb saw them and noted one with a bulge in his right pocket and his hand reaching down towards it.

      “Jessica!” he yelled. “Get back in your car and start driving!”

      Athletic and in great shape, Jessica vaulted back inside her car, starting her engine.

      Hood had instructed the two operatives to avoid a scene. No shooting.

      Caleb had received no such instruction. With a clumsy hand, he grabbed his double-triggered derringer and fired one bullet at the ground in front of the men.

      People inside and outside of the restaurant panicked—including the woman near Stephen. With amazing speed for one so large, she vaulted up from her stall and side-swiped her jumbo soda, splattering Hood full-on with ice and carbonation.

      In exasperation, he dropped his phone on the floor.

      The woman’s son stomped his heel onto the phone as he also leaped upwards, smashing the screen.

      A passing angel swatted the phone like a hockey puck with his sword to the other side of the dining area.

      Meanwhile, the two operatives ducked behind a parked SUV. Caleb gunned his engine and raced behind Jessica’s car as they both screeched out of the lot. With his remaining bullet, he fired a wild shot into the air.

      Stephen Hood rushed out a glass door after manhandling his way through three customers and a frantic employee.

      “Follow them!” he shouted to the two operatives as he entered their car’s passenger seat.

      One operative started the engine as another entered the rear seat. The car roared out the driveway. The operatives’ phones had software linked to the drones overhead that tracked Caleb and Jessica.

      Caleb passed Jessica on the highway and hand-motioned her to follow him.

      

      At the local police station, Sheriff Tinsley watched two cars lurch to a halt at the parking lot. He had exited on his way to a call as the two journalists rushed past him into the building.

      Recognizing Caleb, Tinsley wheeled around and reentered the building, exclaiming, “Caleb Daugherty! What happened?”

      “Sheriff!” Caleb gasped as he pivoted toward Tinsley, “Some goons tried to kidnap us!”

      “Whoa, whoa, what do you mean? What happened?”

      “Some men… I think two or three of them… tried to nab us at Ralph's Burgers!”

      “Ralph's Burgers!” Tinsley exclaimed, “I heard on dispatch about a shooting incident there a few minutes ago. I’d planned to head there myself now.”

      Caleb lowered his head sheepishly. “I fired those shots.”

      “You! Mighty convenient of you to pay a visit here!” Tinsley barked in an angry tone.

      “I can explain.”

      “Step into my office.” On the way there, the Sheriff stopped at the dispatcher and grabbed the microphone. He called to his deputies on the way to the shooting scene.  “I’ve got the shooter here now. Yes. Here. Write up a report from the eyewitnesses and head back.”

      As Caleb and Jessica found a chair in his office, the sheriff snapped, “Tell me what happened.”

      “Have you got all afternoon?” Caleb started.

      “Just give me the facts.”

      “I know this sounds crazy, but I think some very high-level people have infiltrated our town.”

      “Hold on. Hold on. What do you mean, ‘high-level people?’ And by the way, do you have the weapon in your possession?”

      “I do. Two bullets discharged and empty.” Caleb’s two fingers tweezered the derringer out of his pocket. He lay it gingerly onto Tinsley’s desk.

      “A derringer?”

      “A gift from my grandfather. Anyway, some high-level people… I don’t know if they work for the government or something private…” Caleb hesitated, not wanting to compromise Allen’s anonymity. He decided to trust Tinsley. He had known the man for years and liked him.

      Caleb continued. “Let me start from the beginning. Jessica and I started a business after the shutdown of the Star Ledger.”

      “What kind of business?” The sheriff inquired, his eyes narrowing.

      “Oh, come on Sheriff. How long have we known each other? Do you think I’d ever get involved in something sketchy?”

      “Go on. Go on.”

      “Jessica and I set up a blog recently. We’ve grown popular—and, well, unpopular to others, it seems. The articles we publish… you might call them ‘controversial.’”

      “Controversial?”

      “We’ve exposed secretive and powerful individuals. And, we’ve started discussions all across America about topics these people want left undiscussed.”

      “Conspiracy theories?” Tinsley queried.

      “You might say that. But not theories—real conspiracies.”

      “What did these men want from you?”

      “They want to discover the identity of the blogger.”

      “You don’t write the blog?”

      “No. We keep the writer’s identity secret. He uses a pen name, ’Jackson Lincoln.’”

      “Jackson Lincoln!” The sheriff spluttered, spitting out a toothpick. “I read him every week! You and Jessica work on his blog? From here in Petersburg!”

      “You got it, Sheriff.”

      “I don’t believe it!” Tinsley voiced as he shook his head in wonder. “Who would have ever thought?” (Caleb had dropped his name and Jessica’s name from the blog before it had gone viral.)

      “We need your help,” Caleb pleaded. “I’ll face charges for the shooting, but I need your protection. If I hadn’t fired at the goons, they might have “disappeared us,” if you know what I mean.”

      “I know exactly what you mean.”

      “And we need to get the blogger out of town—fast.

      “I can help you,” Tinsley responded. As a local—born and raised on a small farm just outside of town—the Sheriff mistrusted Washington. He could not stand the insanity emanating out of it lately and slithering south to Petersburg.

      “I’ll have to write you up for the shooting,” the Sheriff said. “But I don’t think the judge will charge you with much.”

      “That means more than you can imagine, Sheriff!” Caleb exclaimed.

      Jessica thanked him, as well.

      “Now, I want you to explain everything about this blogger.”
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            Falling on his face

          

          Leaving Petersburg

        

      

    

    
      Order the book for a friend: https://soaw.mysamcart.com/checkout/source-of-all-wealth-novel-ebook

      

      Edgar Russell slammed his small, rock-hard fist onto his electronic pad, cracking the glass. This last article by Jackson Lincoln about reforming Congress had boiled his blood. Picking up his phone, he called a senior Network operative based in Washington and gave him an earful before hanging up in anger.

      The operative in turn immediately video-called Stephen Hood’s dashboard-mounted laptop.

      “Hello, sir,” Hood answered.

      “I need an update.”

      “We pursued the blogger’s two handlers, Caleb Daugherty and Jessica Riley. But they… they know about us now and have asked for local police protection.”

      “How did they find out about you?”

      “Daugherty saw two of my partners approaching and shot at them. He drove away while they jumped for cover.”

      “So now Daugherty knows you track him. Great! Have you fallen on your face again, Hood?”

      “No, sir. We should find the blogger soon. And we have one of our men in the Sheriff’s office.”

      “I don’t share your confidence. With Jackson Lincoln’s last blog post… well, let’s just say I don’t want to see another one posted. Do you catch my drift? I want your all-out effort. Your career depends on it.”

      The operative hung up.

      Stephen knew that “career” meant “life.”

      

      Sheriff Tinsley assigned a deputy to watch Caleb’s house 24-7 and sent another deputy to follow Jessica home. He then drove to Pastor Rick’s home—a rendezvous pre-arranged beforehand by Caleb.

      The Sheriff handed Pastor Rick an unsealed note and a small box from Caleb.

      After reading the note, the pastor sealed it and placed it inside of the box. He taped it shut.

      Sheriff Tinsley then drove to the home of Bruce Oubre, the retired prison guard who had housed Kyle Hathcock several weeks prior, to deliver a message to him.

      

      Around seven-thirty that evening, a little old lady of faith named Beulah Harrison drove her twenty-five-year-old sedan to the Gradys’ home. She came bearing the gift of a steaming apple pie and a sealed package.

      “Pastor Rick wanted me to give this to you nice folks.” Beulah declared. “Funny thing. He said I should leave before you open it.

      Allen and Emily expressed their warm gratitude.

      “So glad to serve you all,” Beulah expressed. “You and your lovely children have blessed our church so much.” After a bit more chit-chat, she said goodbye.

      Allen ripped open the package, finding an envelope with the words, “from Caleb,” and a box containing what looked like a portable radio.

      Fingering the envelope, Allen turned to Emily. “I wonder what Caleb sent us.”

      “Let’s see,” Emily said.

      He opened it and they read together,

      

      Caleb Daugherty here. I’ve asked Pastor Rick to get this letter and this radio to you.

      I’ll get right to the point: You, Emily, and your five kids must leave town tonight!

      You may have heard the local news report about a shooting at Ralph's Burgers near Petersburg. I fired those shots—fending off some goons we think had wanted to abduct Jessica and me. This means the bankers have sent people to Petersburg to track you down.

      I have friends who will provide money for your family’s relocation.

      A little before 2 a.m.—just a few hours from now—a fifteen-passenger van with darkened windows will arrive in front of your house. You, Emily, and the kids must pack up beforehand so you can leave town as soon as it arrives.

      As you can see, I’ve sent you this shortwave ham radio. I want you to charge it and dial it to the frequency I’ve written inside the radio’s box. Once you’ve charged it and turned it on, you can use it to communicate securely with me. I’ll try to keep my radio with me at all times. With it, you can dictate your upcoming blogs to me, and give me updates on your status.

      As far as we know, the people looking for you don’t yet know your identity. But they could track you within the next twenty-four hours—if you remain in Petersburg.

      Pastor Rick and I will take care of your house and your car after you leave. Just pack enough clothes in your suitcases and wait for the van to arrive. —Caleb

      

      Allen and Emily stared at one another in shocked silence as they tried to comprehend what they had just read.

      Allen reached for Emily and embraced her. “I thought it might come to this,” he said.

      They spent the next several hours stuffing clothes, toiletries, and food into their suitcases.

      “I’ll get the kids moving,” Emily said, as she looked up at him.

      At 1 a.m., she woke the kids and gave them cereal to munch on as she and Allen explained their need to flee. Some whimpered, but for the most part, they expressed excitement about escaping into the night from the “bad guys.”

      The Grady’s protector, Carioch, accompanied by another angel, Galahart, did everything he could to hurry the family along. Allen, Emily, and the older kids placed suitcases near the front door.

      Fifteen-year-old Ben understood the gravity of their situation. “Dad, I’ll do everything I can to help you, but I admit I feel scared. These guys sound ruthless.”

      Allen took him aside. “I’ll need you to stay strong, Ben—to take care of the family. I might have to move to a separate location to shake off these people.”

      “I’ll take care of them, Dad.”

      

      Four-year-old Jenn peeked through the blinds of the front picture window, looking for the van that would carry them away. It arrived at 1:50 a.m.

      Bruce Oubre turned off his lights and his engine and walked to the Grady’s front door.

      Jenn opened it as he approached.

      “Nice to see you, little sweetie,” Bruce voiced with a grin. “Can I talk to your daddy?”

      Allen approached the doorway and extended his hand to Bruce. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this.”

      “You’ve got lots of folks backing you up. We’ll take care of your house, and keep it guarded and tended. I’ll drive you to Arkansas. In Arkansas, a second vehicle will take you to Wally O’Brian’s house in Oklahoma. His people will set you up long-term.”

      “This feels so surreal!” Allen gasped.

      “I’ll help you load up the van.”

      Twenty minutes later, with the eight of them strapped in and surrounded by pillows, blankets, and suitcases, they found themselves rambling down a darkened neighborhood avenue.

      Within half an hour, all of the Gradys except Allen had drifted off to sleep, soothed by the hum of the engine.

      “Tell me,” Allen inquired of Bruce. “How did Caleb and Pastor Rick get the word to you about this?

      “We’ve set up a ‘little network’ here in Petersburg,” Bruce explained. “You might say we’ve got a little ‘conspiracy’ going on amongst ourselves.”

      “Who?”

      “Oh, about twenty folks. Pastor Rick. Caleb. Some other people. You’ve got angels—human and spiritual—looking out for your family.”

      “Who would have thought?” Allen gaped in wonder.

      “I only know five members of the group. That way if they catch one of us, they’ll only get a few names. We assume the bad guys have our town under surveillance—phone-hacking, drones, people on the ground, you name it.”

      Allen felt bewildered, excited, and impressed. “So you guys decided to protect my family?”

      “A whole lot of folks appreciate that blog of yours, Allen. We want to keep it up and running. So much could change in America by exposing these people. You’ve spooked ‘em, seein’ how much they want to track you down.”

      Allen could think of nothing to say.

      “Why don’t you take a spell of sleep? I can drive okay. I’ve got my energy drink to keep me company.”

      Allen placed a pillow on the passenger door frame and closed his eyes. As he drifted off to sleep, peace flooded him. God had sent some wonderful people into his life.

      

      Unbeknownst to Bruce and Allen, about five hundred yards behind them, a forest green SUV trailed the van, driven by a man named Johnny Ferrell.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 61

          

          
            Petulance against outside meddlers

          

          Johnny Ferrell

        

      

    

    
      During his years in office, Sheriff Tinsley had developed a reputation for petulance against outside meddlers.

      A few years ago, Department of Homeland Security agents had arrived in Petersburg under the Patriot Act. They planned to wiretap four individuals who had advocated on social media for abolishing the Income Tax.

      The agents approached Tinsley for assistance.

      Not only did he refuse, he sent them packing.

      A year after that embarrassment, advocates for the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for Agenda 2030—two bright young men and a trans—arrived in Petersburg. The three wanted to advocate for “smart meters” in every home. Tinsley, aware of how these devices rape people’s privacy, raised such a stink that the three UN amigos fled town—tails between their legs.

      In the Network’s estimation, Sheriff Tinsley had proven himself a royal pain against their “act-local” agenda. With his popularity among the Petersburg electorate, the Network anticipated that he would plague them for a long time. And, to their alarm, they noted that his attitude had percolated into other locales across America. Sheriff Tinsley’s realm of authority had become a ripe target for infiltration.

      

      Johnny Ferrell fit the bill. As a local—born and raised outside of Petersburg—he had meandered through high school and four months of community college before taking on a series of dead-end jobs. By age twenty-nine—living with his girlfriend and two kids from a previous marriage—he found himself in dire financial straits and bitter at life.

      One morning, he received a letter from an organization offering him “eight months of paid training in law enforcement skills.” The letter’s copy made it appear it had gone to hundreds of recipients. But in reality, the sender had delivered it to only a dozen men around Petersburg. Though suspecting a scam, Ferrell decided to write back.

      Hey, if they told me the truth, he surmised, I’d get to play John Wayne for eight months!

      Six others among the dozen letter-recipients also responded. Within weeks, the seven men found themselves at a refurbished indoor shooting range. There, they practiced body rolls, martial arts, and endless target practice. The facilitators termed it a “government program for the encouragement of excellence in law enforcement.”

      Ferrell and the other six loved the training because it paid so well—more than double what any had ever earned.

      After six months of police training, the facilitators brought the “magnificent seven” into a classroom. For the next few months, instructors taught the trainees how to “encourage integration between local law enforcement and international policing.”

      The organization promised to add forty-eight thousand dollars per year to whatever salary each of the men received once hired by a local precinct. But on one condition: the trainees had to keep their mouths shut about their relationship with the organization.

      “Some people in local law enforcement,” the trainers explained, “do not understand the benefits of global integration. They hold onto tired, old notions like ‘national sovereignty.’”

      The seven nodded in bobble-headed fashion, salivating over the extra four thousand dollars per month.

      “You won’t have to worry about taxes on these funds,” the trainers added. “Our organization will cover them for you. And you won’t need to report them to the IRS. Use the money however you want.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 62

          

          
            A middle-of-the-night chase

          

          “You will fly off as a dying bird!”

        

      

    

    
      Stephen Hood had observed Caleb and Jessica entering Sheriff Tinsley’s precinct office following the debacle at Ralph’s Burgers.

      Aware of Deputy Johnny Ferrell’s relationship with the Network, Hood called him from one of his colleagues’ phones—sensing opportunity amid the fiasco. “Hey Ferrell, I want you to get close to the sheriff. Listen in on his conversation with Caleb Daugherty and Jessica Riley. What you hear could lead me to a ‘person of interest.’ If I find this person, you’ll receive a cash bonus.”

      “How much?” Ferrell demanded.

      “I’ll talk with my supervisors, but at least a few thousand.”

      “Alright, I’ll do it.”

      Hanging up, Ferrell sidled over to the sheriff’s office and stood beside the locked door—pretending to shuffle through papers as he listened in. He heard mostly muffled conversation but he did detect a familiar surname—“Oubre.” He also made out the phrase, “after midnight.”

      Returning to his cubicle, Ferrell sat down and opened his laptop, logging into the precinct’s database. After a few false starts with the surname’s spelling, his search function spit out, “Bruce Oubre: retired prison guard.” Now he remembered. He had interacted with Oubre on a few occasions about prison matters.

      Calling Hood, he reported, “I heard the name ‘Oubre,’ meaning ‘Bruce Oubre,’ I assume. I also heard them say the phrase “after midnight.”

      “Track this guy, ‘Oubre,’” Hood ordered.

      

      That evening after a TV dinner and movie with his girlfriend, Ferrell declared to her, “I got police work tonight. Don’t wait up for me.”

      Driving his personal vehicle—a forest green SUV—he entered Bruce Oubre’s neighborhood after 10 p.m.

      Parking across the street, he maintained a clear view of Oubre’s driveway. For the next few hours, he fiddled with his phone, glancing up every few minutes.

      Around 1:30 a.m., Ferrell observed Mr. Oubre start up his van and drive away. He followed with his headlights off until they drove onto a main road. Switching on his lights, Ferrell attempted to blend in with the few vehicles sharing the road that hour.

      Two angels, Carioch and Galahart, flew beside the van but they did not notice Ferrell’s vehicle.

      Oubre’s van made a few turns before it pulled into the driveway of another home.

      Ferrell parked half a block away, having already switched off his headlights.

      Within a few minutes, he noticed the shuffling of feet and the rolling of suitcases below the undercarriage of Oubre’s van. But he couldn’t see any faces.

      As the van departed, Ferrell followed. It entered Route 460 and headed west for a couple of hours before turning south onto Interstate 81.

      As Ferrell drove, he wrestled inside about whether to contact Stephen Hood. He felt sheepish about waking him at such a late hour. But now, with the van heading down I-81, he decided to call.

      “Hello.” A groggy voice answered—not Hood’s.

      “I need to speak with Stephen Hood.  Tell him Johnny Ferrell has something on Bruce Oubre.”

      “I’ll get him from his room,” the operative responded as he hung up.

      Ten minutes later, Hood called back. “What did you find, Ferrell?”

      “I’ve followed Bruce Oubre’s van for over two hours now. He picked up some people back in Petersburg. We passed Roanoke, Virginia and have started heading south on I-81.”

      “Why didn’t you call me earlier!” Hood snapped.

      “I didn’t know for sure if it meant anything. But with him driving so far, I figured I better let you know.”

      Cursing Ferrell’s stupidity, Hood hung up and ordered the two operatives to join him on a middle-of-the-night chase.

      Within ten minutes, the three of them got on the road. While one operative drove, Hood sat in the front passenger seat, staring at his laptop screen.

      He contacted the midnight watch detail at the Network facility in Maryland. “I’ll need a surveillance drone as soon as you can get one up.”

      “We’ve got one in the air already,” the operative responded. “Let me know where you want it.”

      “I’ll get back to you.”

      Calling Ferrell, Hood ordered, “Tell me your location and speed.”

      Ferrell gave it to him.

      Hood texted the information to Maryland.

      “We’ve extrapolated an intercept point,” the operative texted back. “It should rendezvous with the van in a couple hours.”

      

      Two hours later, the angel Carioch inquired of his companion, “Galahart, what do you think of that vehicle behind us?”

      “It has followed us for quite some time,” Galahart observed.

      Mr. Oubre needs to do something about this, Carioch thought.

      He tapped Bruce’s left ear with the flat of his sword, nudging him to look into his rearview mirror.

      Those headlights haven’t changed their position for a long while, Bruce thought. He reduced speed by about ten miles an hour. The SUV passed, disappearing over a rise ahead on the highway.

      

      Ferrell phoned Hood, “The van slowed down a lot, so I passed it. He might have suspected me tracking him.”

      “You can U-turn back to Petersburg,” Hood directed. “We’ve got a drone over the van now and I’ll close the distance myself within a few hours.”

      “Yes, sir,” Ferrell responded. He felt disappointed he couldn’t continue the pursuit. “What about the cash bonus?”

      “If I find my ‘person of interest’ in the van, you’ll get the full amount,” Hood asserted.

      

      Noting the SUV driving beyond the crest of the hill ahead, Carioch asked Galahart to fly upwards to maintain a view of the forest-green vehicle.

      As Galahart ascended, he began to sense a humming sound.

      Slam! Stab! A demon escorting the Network drone blind-sided Galahart, stunning him. Galahart lost control and tumbled almost two hundred feet before breaking his fall with his wings. He could hear the bat-like creature rushing toward him. With a swipe of his straight sword, Galahart managed to ward off the demon—inflicting no wound but preventing the adversary from striking another blow.

      Limping in flight with as much speed as he could muster, he landed on top of Bruce’s van roof in a heap.

      Carioch rushed up to join him.

      The demon kept his distance upon sighting Galahart’s partner.

      “What happened up there!” Carioch gasped.

      “I thought I heard the humming of an aircraft motor, so I flew up to investigate. A dark spirit ambushed me, inflicting a blow that has sapped my strength. I lost track of the green SUV.”

      “Fly back to Petersburg and recover there,” Carioch exhorted. “I can escort the Gradys alone for now.”

      “You plan to take on that creature yourself?”

      “As long as no evil comrades come to his aid, yes. Can you make it back?”

      “I can,” Galahart answered as he flew out of sight toward the eastern horizon.

      Carioch ascended skyward.

      The dark spirit mocked him as he approached. “You will fly off as a dying bird like your cowardly companion!”

      Carioch stared in silence for a moment, judging the strength of his adversary. Then, in a flash, he rocketed with his straight sword toward the drone’s electronics.

      The demon, anticipating the maneuver, parried Carioch’s blow. Thrusting, stabbing, and lunging ensued for the next five minutes. No matter how hard he tried, Carioch could not reach the drone. The evil creature fought with agility and ferocity.

      “We will track them down and kill them!” The demon spat to Carioch as he pointed his scimitar at the van below.

      Resignedly, Carioch floated downward.

      The demon maintained his station beside the drone.

      Their unsteady truce continued as the sun began to creep above the horizon behind them.

      Carioch knew that with the drone tracking the van, the Gradys’ escape plan would soon meet with doom. He must find a way to rescue them. But how?
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            This beautiful yet deadly struggle

          

          First Century, Eastern Mediterranean Sea

        

      

    

    
      With the help of his father, Levi, Asher made all the arrangements for his Mediterranean voyage. He would sail on a ship called the Twin Sisters, an actuaria merchant galley of forty oars. Leased from its owner in Tarsus, a port city on the northeast corner of that great sea, the vessel’s seaworthiness surpassed any of the five craft that Levi owned.

      As the day to set sail approached, father and son traveled from Jerusalem in a cavalcade of men, donkeys, horses, and goods, traversing down from the highlands toward the seaport of Joppa.

      Although reluctant to see his son go, Levi resigned himself to Asher’s ambitions. He also acknowledged that Asher would grow as a merchant on this sea voyage, learning the trade routes and engaging in transactions as his representative.

      They arrived at the pier in Joppa. As the seagulls cried overhead and salt spray scented the air, Levi embraced Asher and wept. “I will miss you, my son. I fear an errant storm or a fleet of pirates will send you to the bottom of the sea.”

      “Father, you’ve provided me with a seaworthy vessel. We should have fair weather this time of year. And Rome has vanquished the Macedonian pirates who once plied these waters.”

      “Please send letters,” Levi implored. “Use our couriers along the trade routes.”

      “I will, Father.”

      Asher boarded the Twin Sisters. He watched the sailors lower the ship’s bow anchor onto a lifeboat manned by four sailors.

      The four rowed the small craft thirty cubits from the pier and dropped the anchor into the salty brine—taking care not to capsize themselves. Sailors on the ship pulled on the anchor rope, heaving the vessel away from the pier. They then hoisted up the mud-covered anchor and placed it onto the lifeboat again. In exhaustion, the sailors repeated the process two more times until the Twin Sisters had floated a safe distance from the pier. Before the ship headed out to sea, the sailors aboard the Twin Sisters hauled in the anchor, the lifeboat, and the four crew members.

      As the ship’s sail caught a gust of wind, Asher waved goodbye to Levi and the other family members and servants on the pier. Tears streamed from his eyes as the glory of freedom welled up in his heart.

      Asher knew that if the weather stayed friendly, they would make port in Tarsus within five days. He planned to visit the ship’s owner, Gideon of Tarsus, a merchant many times wealthier than his father. Levi had written a letter of introduction that Asher would present to Gideon upon arrival.

      The winds proved favorable that day, pushing the ship west and northward, with no labor required by the oarsmen. Asher watched dolphins leap and squeak before the bow as it pitched and sliced through the salt water. The creatures seemed to smile and chatter at him as he stared. In their maneuverings, they stirred up flying fish that streaked across the water by the hundreds.

      Off the starboard bow, about fifteen cubits away, he noted a large fin meandering along the surface. The dolphins gave it a wide berth and the brute seemed to ignore them. Ashur could make out the form of a distended belly and faint stripes—a tiger shark. Probably recently fed, with no interest in further dining.

      He noted sea birds diving into the water, scooping up silver fish in their beaks. This beautiful yet deadly struggle upon the water made him think of the clashes among men—the strong devouring the weak. It reminded him of the money-lenders Osroes had spoken of, triggering a thought in his mind regarding his “Source of All Wealth,” as he called it. He asked himself, Does my wealth indeed arise from my righteousness?

      He hoped, during his travels, to affirm it did. He also hoped to vindicate his chosen pathway toward eternal life: the giving of alms to the poor while relentlessly increasing his fortune.

      Jesus, the prophet, had said to him, “One thing thou lackest: go thy way, sell whatsoever thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come, take up the cross, and follow me.”

      Jesus had called him to give away everything. Jesus had also told him to “take up the cross”—whatever that meant—and follow him. But no. Asher would not travel the roadway of this prophet.

      

      Asher occupied his next few days of the voyage planning with his manager for their trading of goods in Tarsus. They also made preparations for further ports-o-call beyond. The manager marveled at Asher’s focused brilliance and his understanding of trade.

      After five days of pleasant sailing, the Twin Sisters arrived in Tarsus. Asher left the unloading of cargo to his manager and trotted down the gangplank. His father had told him he would find Gideon’s villa at the top of a hill commanding a view of the Great Sea. From dockside, he thought he spotted what looked like a gleaming estate atop the city—accessible by way of the city’s streets. He began to wend his way upward.

      Asher soaked in the beauty of the greenery all around as he trudged up the incline—such a contrast to the dry and dusty streets of Jerusalem. He gazed in wonder at the Greco-Roman architecture interspersed among the trees and shrubbery.

      He also noted engravings and statuettes dedicated to one god or another on almost every house or shop along the way up. Such imagery in Jerusalem would have met with righteous indignation. But Asher had entered another world.

      After a half hour of sweating his way up the stone-paved streets, he arrived at the gate of Gideon’s estate. Looking inside its entrance, he noted green cedars lining the insides of a high white wall surrounding the manor. In the center, he beheld a Roman-style home of white marble, dotted with vases and statuary. “A palace for kings!” Asher marveled.

      A young man in a green-hemmed toga noticed him staring through the bars of the gate and asked, “May I help you?”

      “Yes,” Asher said, as he pulled out a wax-sealed scroll from his satchel. “Here. Please take this to the master of the house. My father has sealed it with his signet ring, introducing me, his son, Asher of Jerusalem, to Gideon of Tarsus.”

      The young man, noting Asher’s fine tunic, opened the gate and invited him to sit under a marble pavilion. He offered him a flask and a goblet as he waited.

      Asher noted other servants tending to the courtyards, potted plants, and vegetation surrounding the estate.

      He felt he had stepped into a paradise. The plant life alone stunned him with its green intensity.

      Another servant, older than the one by the gate, came out to him, “Please, enter. Master Gideon will see you.”

      As Asher followed the servant inside the manor, he gazed in awe at the tapestry, carpets, and artwork bejeweling the home’s interior.

      Gideon of Tarsus, a master merchant, had accumulated a fortune vastly exceeding the House of Levi. His location in Tarsus, between the Mediterranean Sea and the Cilician Gates—a mountain pass enabling overland trade with the East—positioned Gideon for the acquisition of immense wealth. Conquerors over the centuries had dispersed the Jews—the Diaspora—far and wide from their Promised Land. Among these scattered peoples, some like Gideon had prospered far beyond their brethren in the homeland.

      The servant led Asher into a Roman-style peristylum, a courtyard open to the sky with a bubbling rectangular fountain in the center, bordered by tiled flooring.

      As he entered, a fit-looking man in his fifties stood up from his sumptuous couch and embraced Asher with a hearty “Shalom! To what do I owe the honor of greeting the son of my old friend, Levi of Jerusalem?”

      “Master Gideon, my father allowed me to sail for the first time, thinking I would learn much along the trade routes.”

      “Learn you will, young Asher! But for now, you will stay with me and my family.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “How have the sailors treated my old barque, the Twin Sisters?”

      “Her Lebanese cedar held up well against the waves. As we speak, my men unload our cargo. We’ll fill her holds again before we sail west in a few days to Attalia.”

      “She sails well,” Gideon affirmed. “I know she will always carry you to safe harbors.”

      “I can’t say how long we will sail with her, but I don’t plan to stop navigating until she brings much profit to your family and mine,” Asher spoke with a smile.

      “Very good, very good! You follow well in the footsteps of your father. What a fine strapping young man he has sired!”

      Asher blushed at the compliment. “I thank you for your kind welcome.”

      Gideon bid farewell to Asher until evening and had a servant escort him to a guest room. As they walked toward his lodging, Asher noted Gideon’s Jewish heritage in the artwork and sculpturing surrounding the peristylum. Roman-style mosaics of David fighting Goliath, Samson defeating the Philistines, and other biblical accounts festooned the walls.

      Inquiring of the servant, Asher learned that Gideon and his wife had two children—a daughter and a son. The daughter lived on the family estate, but the son lived in Jerusalem, having studied there since his youth. He looked forward to getting more acquainted with the family at supper.

      Reclining on a downy mattress in his room, Asher fell into a deep sleep. He slumbered all afternoon.
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            If he only knew

          

          The “universal soldier”

        

      

    

    
      Bruce Oubre felt drowsy after many hours of driving the van.

      At the next gas station, Allen took over the wheel.

      The kids in the back had woken some time ago. To pass the time, Emily encouraged them to look for the fifty state license plates on the cars that drove by.

      Bruce related to Allen that they would meet another vehicle and driver in Mena, Arkansas. The GPS indicated they should arrive there by eight o’clock that evening.

      As he drove, Allen had plenty of time to think and pray—finding his prayers often mingled with feelings of dread.

      

      Carioch, flying above the van, pondered the paucity of his options. He knew that with the drone tracking overhead, Allen’s enemies would close in on him. What could he do?

      That afternoon in Mena, Arkansas, Nicole Hathcock got word through the little network’s “grapevine” that Allen’s family would soon pass through her town. Out of security concerns, they advised her not to meet them, but they did ask her to pray. So she bowed down before the Throne of Grace and cried out to God for the fleeing family.

      Carioch suddenly felt strength course through every limb of his body. And in the sky overhead—far above the demon-escorted drone—he beheld what looked like five glimmering stars rocketing downward in his direction. More angels, coming to his aid!

      Nicole’s prayers sundered the heavens: “Oh Lord!” she cried. “Empower your angels. Keep charge over this family. Destroy the powers arrayed against them. Please Lord, come to their aid! You, as the Most High, laugh at the kings of this world. Your power overwhelms all earthly authorities. Bring these enemies to shame. And—even more than that—bring them to repentance for their sins. They serve the devil. Free them from their bondage, oh Lord. Transform their hardened hearts. Give them the desire to one day believe in you! Please! Thwart their plans to track down this family. Stop them! Put a wrench in their devices, oh Lord!”

      As the word, “Lord,” left Nicole’s lips, the two operatives and Stephen Hood—following only about twenty miles behind Allen now—felt a bumping sensation in their car which quickly increased in intensity. Driving at eighty miles an hour didn’t help matters. Their right front tire had run over a metal shard on the highway that embedded into the black rubber. Within seconds, they felt the car veer hard right. The operative who drove struggled with his steering wheel to stay straight in the left lane.

      Too late.

      Although he managed not to roll the vehicle, the operative could not avoid swerving into a jacked-up four-wheel-drive pickup to his right. Sparks flew as the car scraped along the pickup’s left fender. Both vehicles careened into grassy terrain to their right. Branches from a thicket slapped against their windshields, and a tree branch smashed the car’s driver-side windows. The two vehicles lurched to a halt amid the grass, small trees, and a cloud of dust.

      The driver of the big pickup, Marla Pergus of northern Mississippi, a brassy seventy-year-old broad, stormed out looking for a fight. “What in tarnation do you think yer doin’ smashin’ into my truck! You’ll pay for this. I’ll call my insurance company! I’ll call my lawyer!” Only a moment ago, she had glanced at a billboard on I-40 offering legal services. She dialed the local area code plus 222-2222 to line up the services of one “Skip Coltrane, Attorney at Law.”

      “Look lady, will you shut your trap?” Hood groused, his mood now foul enough to burn paint off her pickup. “We ran over something on the highway that cut our tire. And I can prove it, no matter what slimy lawyer you call!”

      Turning to his fellow operators in the smashed vehicle, Hood commented, “At least the drone will track the van. We can still get ’em.”

      Nicole in Mena continued to pray. “Oh, Lord of Creation, grant your angels the ability to protect this family. All the powers of hell compare to you as a drop in the bucket! Fight them, oh Lord! Grant a mighty victory as this family escapes from the power of the devil.”

      Carioch felt a surge of energy course through his body, empowering his warrior heart. He would fight the hosts of Hell—including that leathery bat flying five hundred feet above him. He shot up like a laser-guided missile, his sword razor-sharp and its buzzing tip pointed straight at his adversary. The five other angels converged with him on the same target. The demon swiveled his head in terror as six blades met as one, sinking into his torso. He screeched profanity as he departed the earthly realm and plummeted into the abyss.

      “Thank you for coming to my aid!” Carioch hailed to the five angels. “Together, we vanquished this foul creature!”

      Carioch now had the drone at his disposal—and dispose of it he did. He slashed his sword into its circuitry and sent it plummeting to the earth. He guided its fall to ensure it crashed within view of the highway, but not onto any passing vehicle. What a great opportunity for American citizens to see their National Security State at work! Within an hour, a cluster of Arkansas residents gathered around the metal heap, examining every detail.

      The conflict above had escaped Allen’s attention, but he did sense an inexplicable “relief” fill his heart.

      If he only knew, Carioch smiled as he returned to his place above the van. The five angels bid him a farewell—moved to another task by the prayers of saints in a nearby town.

      

      Pandemonium reigned among the operatives in Maryland.

      Stephen Hood, the consummate professional, the “universal soldier,” now standing along a stretch of highway in Northern Mississippi, had failed them not once, not twice, but three times—a sure candidate for PTSD.

      However, the Network leadership, in its fury over his blunders, would have no desire whatsoever to fund therapy for him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 65

          

          
            Knuckle-dragging Congressmen

          

          Universal Peace

        

      

    

    
      Coz MacKenna sat on a red and white striped sofa of nineteenth-century vintage in the Speaker of the House’s office.

      Yesterday in the Capitol, he had smacked down yet another assault against the Federal Reserve. Knuckle-dragging Congressmen had gotten a burr under their saddle about it. Crossing party lines, two legislators—one from Vermont and another from Oklahoma—had demanded a “full auditing” of the Fed. Some of their colleagues even wanted to abolish it.

      But Coz defeated them. Standing in the Speaker’s Chamber, with raised fist—his authority enhanced by golden engravings of Roman Fasces on each side—he proclaimed his devotion to the Fed's “independence from Congressional oversight.” Thus, he stifled these conspiracy kooks!

      Back at his office, a voice spoke to his mind. The masters communed with him daily now, indicating a great stirring of late in the spirit realm. Power reverberated within as he sat in a trance at his desk. He sensed a humming—almost electrical—inhabitance in the room.

      “Cosimo,” a voice spoke. “You will prepare to lead.”

      “Lead whom, my Master?”

      Liwanu, Prince of North America, spoke again. “Allow us to envelop your being. Obey, without question.”

      “I will obey, without question,” Coz echoed toward the Voice. “I splay my heart before thee. Do what thou wilt.”

      

      Coz’s secretary peeked through his office door to tell him of an ambassador who had arrived. She observed his face in a meditative trance.

      Scurrying back to the dignitary—a Turkic man from one of the “Stans” in Central Asia—she stated, “Please accept my apologies, but the Speaker cannot meet you now. May I arrange a future date?”

      “Yes. I will return at a time more convenient to him,” the ambassador replied. He knew his nation’s economy depended on Coz. Of late, demand for opium from his country had plummeted. The rise of fentanyl had proven devastating. Thus, the ambassador sought Coz’s influence to help re-invigorate this industry.

      

      Liwanu, Prince of North America, again spoke to Cosimo. “President Burkham has proven a broken reed onto which we can no longer lean. To whom shall we now turn?

      “Lyman Murray?” Coz inquired.

      “No!” The spirit thundered.

      Could this mean…? Coz wondered.

      “Yes. It could mean you,” Liwanu answered.

      “What of the ten bankers?” Coz asked.

      “Do not concern yourself with them. They will clear the pathway for you.”

      A thrill coursed through every capillary in Coz’s body.

      Power. Power, beyond any he could imagine. Perhaps even power above the presidency. War with China—and America’s inevitable victory after a nuclear exchange—would leave the traumatized survivors clamoring for a world ruler. They would soon cry out for the One to bring in Universal Peace.

      “You have chosen… me?” Coz asked aloud. A fire of exaltation flamed within his soul. “I will rule.”

      “Yes, you will,” Liwanu nodded. “You will rule—under my master’s command.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 66

          

          
            To rendezvous

          

          The Mandates of our party

        

      

    

    
      After weeks of patrolling the South China Sea, Commander Lyle Nathan Collins and his crew enjoyed a week of rest at Naval Base, Guam. This ended abruptly. Collins received a message ordering his destroyer, the USS Andrew Hull Foote, to rendezvous with Amphibious Squadron 15 more than one hundred miles east of Taiwan. Two other Burke-class destroyers received the same order.

      PHIBRON 15 had detected three Chinese subs trailing its amphibious vessels. The three American submarines escorting them—including the USS Seahorse—needed backup.

      Over the 1MC intercom, Collins announced to the Foote’s crew, “We will get underway within the hour. In the South China Sea, we proved our mettle. But now we’ll face an even bigger threat. Chinese submarines patrol the Philippine Sea near PHIBRON 15. Therefore, I want our Antisubmarine Warfare (ASW) assets up and ready—our towed array, our bow-mounted SONAR, and our LAMPS helicopter. We will train in ASW as we steam to the rendezvous point.”

      

      Within an hour, strong-armed stevedores detached the USS Foote’s mooring lines from metal bollards on the pier. Boatswain's mates onboard rotated mechanical capstans on the forecastle and fantail, hauling in the lines.

      Two tugboats nudged the destroyer into open water. The local Guam Pilot—a grizzled former merchant marine captain wearing a khaki shirt and trousers—assisted Commander Collins on the bridge in navigating the ship out of the harbor.

      Upon reaching the open sea, the Pilot disembarked the destroyer by climbing down an orange rope ladder onto his Pilot boat. The boat’s coxswain had motored it alongside the gray hull of the ship. With the Pilot retrieved, the small boat sped away.

      As sailors stowed the rope ladder, the USS Foote, with its gas-turbine engines, increased speed to twenty knots—sailing northwest toward PHIBRON 15.

      

      Lieutenant Commander Mylan Helliwell, Commander Collins’ new second-in-command, sat in the Executive Officer (XO) chair on the port side of the bridge. The previous XO, Lieutenant Commander Peet, had transferred off the ship because of heart problems during their port visit in Guam.

      Helliwell had descended from a line of career Washingtonians, including his father, who had served in the OSS during World War Two and in the CIA during the Cold War.

      Unlike Commander Collins, Helliwell did not care about the morale of the crew members.

      He barked to the Officer of the Deck, Lieutenant, j.g. Donaldson. “John, I want you and Ensign Tyson to plot on your Maneuvering Boards for the rest of the watch. Give me the course and speed of every ship within five nautical miles—updating me every half hour.”

      “Yes, sir!” Donaldson responded, feeling patronized by Helliwell’s micromanagement.

      “You don’t seem happy with my order,” the XO snapped.

      “No, sir. Plotting as ordered,” Donaldson responded.

      The XO peered across the water, oblivious to the tension he had incited on the bridge.

      

      Over the next few days, the destroyer sailed westward, receiving underway replenishments at sea by civilian-manned USNS supply ships.

      Commander Collins began to detect a malignancy permeating among his shipmates. No fool, he knew the source: his new XO. But what could he do, given their need to train non-stop? The possibility of combat might render this problem a moot point anyway.

      

      Commander Zhao, captain of one of the three Chinese Shang-class Type 093 submarines continued to track the three amphibious ships of PHIBRON 15. He had received a top-secret message about the possibility of an American submarine patrolling in his vicinity. Instructing his sonar men to stay wary, he had them search for any signs of the undersea enemy. As a fervent Communist, he would die for his Party. But he would prefer to take American sailors with him to the depths.

      Zhao’s communications officer nudged open the door of his cabin. “Commander Zhao,” he reported, “We just received a message indicating the approach of three American destroyers.”

      “So, those warmongers plan to instigate a fight with us, eh?” Zhao seethed.

      “They might, but we will defeat them,” the officer responded.

      “Why do you think they want to fight us?” Zhao queried.

      “Because as insatiable capitalists, they want to rule the world, sir. Our leaders have taught us this since childhood.”

      “When I studied at Qinghai University in Xining years ago, I befriended an American English teacher. He showed me kindness,” Zhao ruminated aloud.

      “Do you think we should speak of Americans in favorable terms at this moment, Captain?” The officer asked in uncharacteristic boldness.

      Commander Zhao turned to him in annoyance. He then relaxed his expression. “No, I agree. But it does make one wonder.”

      “I simply want to follow the mandates of our party, Captain,” the communications officer responded.

      “Dismissed,” Commander Zhao barked.

      He called to his torpedo officer on a sound-powered phone. “I want your division to drill themselves to maximum readiness,” he ordered. “We may need your services soon.”

      “Yes, sir!” The torpedo man responded.

      Zhao thought again of his American English teacher. Very soon, he might have to kill hundreds of his friend’s countrymen.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 67

          

          
            Derek Cogent, Secret Service

          

          “Fight them!”

        

      

    

    
      Derek Cogent, a chiseled-muscled African-American with over thirty years in the Secret Service, pulled President Burkham aside as they strolled the South Lawn. “Mr. President,” he whispered.

      “Yes?”

      “I don’t know how to say this, but I cannot guarantee the complete… I would say… reliability… of every agent in the Service.”

      “What do you mean?” Burkham asked.

      “One of my colleagues observed an agent walking beside Edgar Bundy Russell whispering something with him as they exited the White House the other day. He saw it happen again and thought little of it. But after a third time, he spoke to me about it. Since then, I’ve made a hobby of observing this agent. I’ve watched him—and two other agents—talk frequently with Mr. Russell. Sir, if I may speak freely, I don’t trust Mr. Russell.”

      “Why should this concern me?” the president asked.

      “Sir, have you ever heard of the Praetorian Guard?”

      “I have.”

      “Then you know, sir, how they protected the Roman emperors. But in a few cases, they did not protect. They betrayed. Now, I don’t have any ‘proof’ on Mr. Russell, but I’ve learned these past three decades to trust my gut. And I have a very bad feeling about him. I know his power, sir.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes, sir, and I don’t like him.”

      “Why does this not surprise me?” Burkham asked distractedly. A look of resignation formed on his face as he gazed at the South Lawn, listening to the birds chirping.

      “Mr. President, I’ve walked the halls of this house over thirty years, and I know very well how they control this place. But I see something different in you. And the last man like you who stood up to them ended up dead in Dallas.”

      Burkham nodded, almost imperceptibly.

      “I’d grown cynical, Mr. President. I’d given up. These people have called the shots around here for decades. But during your time in office, I began to hope again.”

      “In all honesty, Derek, I never considered myself anything more than an empty suit. But when I saw the crowds cheering for Dennis Hall during the last presidential campaign, something changed in me. Something clicked. I saw America. I saw the people for the first time in my life. I saw how much they love this country. And when the Establishment took down Hall with the scandal, I knew what I had to do. I had to serve these people. I didn’t want to go down in history as nothing more than a spineless lackey. Does that make any sense?”

      “It makes a whole lot of sense, Mr. President. And you have done what the people elected you to do. Millions of people believe in America again. Before you got here, I thought I would finish out my time, collect my pension, and retire far away in the mountains. But you’ve changed that. You’ve given me something to live for again. And you’ve given that to millions of other people, too.”

      “So, what should I do about these people who ‘call the shots around here,’ as you say?” the President asked.

      To Derek Cogent, President Burkham looked trapped and scared—anything but the “most powerful man in the world.” “Mr. President, I read a column the other day by a guy who calls himself ‘Jackson Lincoln.’”

      “You read Jackson Lincoln?” Burkham queried.

      “Yes, sir, I do. Have you heard of him?”

      “Have I ever. I’ve read every one of his blogs.”

      “Could I make a suggestion to you, sir… on how to defeat them?”

      “Let me hear it.”

      “Appeal to the American people. Do a nationwide address. Announce a plan to bring money creation back to the citizens. Start printing Greenbacks again, sir. You could win over Congress—or maybe enough state legislatures—if you could get the people to back you. And I think both Democrats and Republicans all across the country would stand with you. Once they get wind of your idea, they’ll guard your back. You’ll paralyze the bankers before they can do anything to you.

      “And in tandem with that,” Derek continued. “I would also propose the abolition of the Income Tax and the Federal Reserve. The people would love you for it! The bankers would know that if they dared to hit you, they’d have the wrath of the American people set against them. You’d paralyze the bankers before they could make a move against you.”

      “You terrify me, Mr. Cogent, but you do make me think.” Burkham stammered. “Let me walk alone for a while.”

      The agent stepped away.

      As one of his “guilty pleasures” of late, Burkham had read and thought over Jackson Lincoln’s articles. The idea of America coming out from under the bankers’ bondage fascinated him. Yet every president who had tried—Lincoln, Garfield, maybe McKinley, definitely Kennedy—ended up dead. But one president had survived—Andrew Jackson. The shooter’s two pistols misfired and Jackson pummeled him with a cane.

      Jackson had abolished the Central Bank of his day. As a result, he presided over the only debt-free administration in U.S. history. He also set the course for eighty years of the greatest economic expansion and technological progress in human history.

      Would Burkham end up dead like the few presidents who had attempted to break the bankers’ control over America? Or, would he knuckle under and stay tied to their puppet strings like so many other presidents?

      Yet he felt that Edgar had boxed him in—had cornered him.

      Turning toward the sky, he stared mesmerized. A red-tailed hawk swooped down toward the South Lawn, intent upon a squirrel scurrying over the grass. A split second before the razor-sharp talons clamped into the squirrel’s furry flesh, the rodent leaped two feet into the air, landing on the hawk’s back and delivering a nasty bite. The hawk screeched in pain, flying upward, leaving the squirrel chattering on the ground.

      Burkham’s mind reverted back to the topic at hand.

      “Fight them!” he grimaced as he observed the squirrel dashing up a two-hundred-year-old oak tree.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 68

          

          
            “Glad to meet you, Mr. O’Brian.”

          

          blood boiling

        

      

    

    
      Wally O’Brian of Alternative Tell-Tale Network (ATTN) woke up as his cell phone buzzed beside his bed. He rolled over to pick it up. Seeing his security man’s name on the screen, he tapped the button. “Yes?”

      “Mr. O’Brian, I hate to disturb you this hour, but you’ll thank me when I tell you the reason. I can’t say why over the phone, but could you meet me downstairs in the back? And leave your cell phone upstairs.”

      “Okay. Gotcha. I’ll come down.”

      In his bathrobe, Wally tramped down his stairway and walked to the pool area behind his house.

      His security man stood beside someone he did not recognize.

      “No cell phone, right?” The guard asked.

      “No cell phone.”

      “I present to you, Jackson Lincoln!”

      “I don’t believe it!” Wally gasped.

      “Glad to meet you, Mr. O’Brian.” Allen smiled. “I have a lot to talk about with you. But first I want to thank you and your people for inviting me here.”

      Nonplussed, Wally stammered, “Invited you? Here?”

      “Mr. O’Brian,” the guard interjected, “our ‘little network’ actually kept you out of the loop about Jackson Lincoln’s arrival here. We wanted to make sure to maintain the strictest of silence.”

      “Oh!” Wally guffawed. “You thought I’d blab about it on TV or something?”

      “Not at all. We just wanted to stay extra cautious.”

      Wally turned to Allen and said, “How can I help you right now?

      “I need to tend to my family. We haven’t showered in almost two days.”

      “Yes, yes!” Wally nodded. “My people will set you up in the guest house behind the pool. Once you get settled in, let’s talk!”

      “You might call us fugitives now,” Allen voiced anxiously to Wally. “And they may have tracked us to your house.”

      “I’ll beef up security,” O’Brian assured. “That should give you peace of mind.”

      

      Emily and the kids waited in a large SUV on the parking area behind Wally’s house. The previous day, Bruce Oubre had arrived with the Grady family in Mena, Arkansas. There, he had shuffled them from his van into an SUV waiting at an underground garage. The SUV’s owner had driven the Gradys the rest of the way.

      After carrying their suitcases into the guesthouse, Allen and Emily thanked the driver before he drove off. For the next hour, the family showered and breakfasted.

      A house helper brought in bundles of towels. “You can play in the pool if you like, but I’ll need your swimming suit sizes first,” she said. After collecting measurements, she drove out to buy the suits, along with goggles and kick boards.

      By ten in the morning, with the kids and Emily splashing in the pool, Allen sat down with Wally in his study. He noted the walls filled with books of every size, shape, color, and historical era. “I always like to see a reader,” Allen quipped.

      “I can’t say I’ve read everything here.” Wally grinned. “But I do like to dig if you know what I mean.”

      “I can relate.”

      “So. The great Jackson Lincoln—sitting right here in my study.”

      “I can’t say I agree with your description,” Allen blushed. “I feel pretty small right now. But I do appreciate the opportunity to meet with you. I also appreciate the security you have around here.”

      “People in my line of work—in your line of work—make lots of enemies,” O’Brian stated. “After you arrived, I called up five extra security people to cover the property. I hire them sometimes, and I trust ‘em.”

      “I feel like I’ve entered another world, Mr. O’Brian.”

      “You could say that,” the broadcaster agreed. “The same feeling came over me twenty years ago when I started making noise against ‘them.’ By the way, call me Wally. And I’d sure like to know your real name.”

      “Allen Grady. No need for ‘Jackson Lincoln’ here, I guess.”

      Allen spent the next half hour telling Wally his story.

      

      “So, you worked as a missionary in Thailand. Fascinating,” Wally said.

      “Yes, and I miss it. I’d give anything, including my blogging career, to go back and serve the Lord there. But my love—or rather, my lust—for money sent me packing to the States.”

      “You realize money can do good too, don’t you?”

      “I do. But in my case, I can’t ever seem to behave the right way with it—or to hold onto it. And, since I didn’t make much of it in Thailand, I ended up overriding my conscience…”

      “But you know more about money than almost everybody in the world—the ‘world’ you educate, by the way, with your blog. If you don’t cut it out, yer gonna have the whole deep state bearing down on you.” Wally chuckled.

      “They bear down on me now.”

      “Oh, you haven’t seen anything yet.”

      A chill coursed through Allen. He gazed up at a leather volume behind O’Brian. “I see Wealth of Nations by Adam Smith,” he observed. “Have you read it?”

      “Haven’t read it cover-to-cover, but I look at it from time to time. By the way, have you ever read anything by Anthony Sutton?” Wally asked.

      “I sure have! I read his trilogy for the second time last year.”

      “Could you remind me of the titles? I haven’t looked at ‘em in a while.”

      “He wrote Wall Street and the Bolshevik Revolution, Wall Street and FDR, and Wall Street and the Rise of Hitler,” Allen stated.

      “I remember ‘em!” Wally exclaimed. “He documented how Wall Street bankers financed these movements.”

      “Yes. Wall Street loves ideologies like these. It always pushes for more and more centralization—that it controls.” Allen felt his blood boiling. “Whenever I get into this, I’ve got to keep my emotions in check.”

      “I know what you mean,” Wally empathized. “It outrages me, too. The banksters divide Americans between ‘Left’ and ‘Right’—and then take control over both sides.”

      “Yes, and they use this rivalry to keep us in the dark about their mastery over us,” Allen added.

      “What do you see as the end-game for America?”

      “I would love to see the Fed dissolved and the monetary system returned to the Treasury Department. But a lot more Americans need to understand how to do this.”

      Wally could see the exhaustion on Allen’s face. “Why don’t you get some sleep, brother…  But if you wake up by 1:30 p.m., check out my show on Channel 3.”

      “I’ll do that,” Allen pledged.

      After shaking hands with Wally, Allen walked downstairs and outside to the guesthouse. There he found his bedroom, where he lay down on the mattress and slept.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 69

          

          
            A separate location

          

          “America needs you now.”

        

      

    

    
      While Allen snoozed, Emily and the kids dried off from the pool time and changed. She took the kids to the main house’s kitchen where a lunch awaited them. Every variety of cold cuts, cheeses, veggies, breads, and cold drinks lay on the table.

      Before dining, Emily led her children in prayer, “Thank you, Lord, for this bounty set before us. We pray you bless our host, Wally O’Brian. Let him know Christ’s love for him.”

      Wally didn’t join them for the meal. He had driven to the studio for his broadcast that afternoon.

      After Emily and the kids finished eating, they walked to the guesthouse. The younger ones lay down for naps and the older children found books to read.

      Emily brought in a couple of sandwiches for Allen, who had just woken up.

      He thanked her as she sat beside him to watch Wally’s TV program.

      Wally ranted on the screen, “The idea of building a Marine base in Taiwan has infuriated the Chicoms! You and I know war brings no good! The elites use it as a license to steal our liberties!” After several more minutes of haranguing, Wally stated, “I gotta break for commercials. When I get back, I wanna take phone calls.”

      

      Later that afternoon, Wally’s secretary, a pert young woman named Carli Brodovitch, came by the guest house. She asked Allen and Emily to join her at the main house.

      As they sat down together in the big living room, Carli stated, “Wally would like to record an interview with you tomorrow, Allen.”

      “Do you feel safe showing yourself to the public?” Emily asked her husband.

      Allen turned to Carli. “Wally’s done anonymous interviews before, hasn’t he?”

      “Yes, he has. And our tech folks will make sure to keep you unknown to anyone outside.”

      Emily inquired. “After the interview, where do you recommend Allen and I go long term?”

      “We’ve found a place for you, but….” Carli paused.

      “But what?” Allen pressed.

      “We feel that for safety’s sake, your wife and kids should stay in a separate location from you for a while.”

      Tears filled Emily’s eyes.

      “If you think it’ll keep Emily and the kids safe, I’ll do it.” Allen spoke quietly.

      “We have two objectives.” Carli continued. “First, your family needs to go totally off the grid. Second, in your case, Allen, you need to stay on the move—quick on your feet. After your recording with Wally tomorrow, you’ll need to head out immediately. We won’t air the interview until several days after you leave.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “America needs you now,” Carli asserted. “Your blog has to stay running, full blast. We can’t let the elites take you down.”

      The thought of separating from his family tore at Allen’s heart. But given the terror his wife and kids could face if he stayed with them, he knew he must follow Carli’s guidance.

      “I’d like to spend time with Emily and my kids these last few hours,” Allen expressed to Carli.

      “While you do that,” Carli sympathized, “we’ll arrange transportation. We’ve got people across the country who can help you. They’ll give Emily and the kids plenty of ways to stay safe—deep off the grid.”

      “I can’t thank you enough,” Emily said as she hugged Carli.

      “We care a lot about you.” Carli smiled.

      Allen took Emily’s hand and walked with her back to the guest house. Their hearts ached.
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            A fixity of purpose

          

          First Century, Tarsus
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      Asher awoke with a start to the sound of squawking. A servant’s child carrying a pet bird passed by his bedroom window.

      The sun had descended to the horizon since he lay down hours ago. He knew Gideon would summon him soon for dinner.

      Looking through the lattice of his window facing the compound’s courtyard, he observed servants scurrying to and fro. They carried flasks of wine, meats, loaves of bread, fruits, and nuts. A great feast. A meal to welcome me? he pondered.

      He felt humbled.

      But he then reconsidered this emotion. Might I not one day possess riches surpassing Master Gideon? Confidence surged in his heart despite the splendor of the surroundings.

      A servant rapped on his wooden door, beckoning him to supper.

      Walking among the rays of the setting sun, he crossed the courtyard to the threshold of the triclinium, the home’s Roman-style dining chamber. The understated splendor of the room’s entrance reflected Roman and Jewish sensibilities. This in no way prepared him for the grandeur inside.

      Festooned upon the walls of the triclinium, a succession of mosaics conveyed the biblical timeline from the creation of the world to the seating of King Solomon upon his throne. Three thousand years of history. Light from oil lamps hanging on the ceiling flickered on the mosaic tile like a host of dancing angels.

      His gaze met the eyes of his host, breaking his reverie. “Forgive me, Master Gideon. But the splendor of your hall…”

      “Enter and enjoy the feast!” Gideon gestured. “Let me introduce you, Asher of Jerusalem, to my family—my wife, Prudence, and my daughter, Jerusha. My son studies abroad, but I hope one day you will meet him, too.”

      Jerusha, a plain-looking girl of about fourteen, smiled shyly.

      Gideon’s wife spoke. “I so miss Jerusalem! I haven’t visited since Gideon and I married.”

      “If you come, you must stay with my family,” Asher replied sincerely.

      They sat for supper as servants tended to their plates and goblets.

      Gideon leaned toward Asher. “I hear word from passing merchants that a new prophet has arisen in the Holy Land. Do you know of him?”

      Do I ever! Asher thought. “Jesus of Nazareth, you mean?” He inquired aloud.

      “Yes.”

      “I’ve met the man.”

      “Met him! Please. Tell me what you know. From what some say, he wants to overpower the Romans and establish Jewish rule.”

      “Only rumors, Master Gideon. He preaches nothing against Rome. And the Romans don’t touch him. But many among our people want him dead.”

      “Our people? Why?”

      “They envy his following. But they can’t break through the crowds to get to him.”

      “How do you feel about him?”

      Asher shifted on his pillow. “For my part, I want to leave the drama behind. Thus my journey here to you in Tarsus—and beyond.”

      “You sound like a certain prophet named Jonah who, instead of sailing to Tarsus, sailed to Tarshish in the western wildings of Hispania,” Gideon said with a mischievous smile. “Of course, a very large fish turned that plan around!”

      “You know the scriptures well, Master Gideon.” Asher stammered, not sure how to respond to his host’s humor.

      “I don’t know them as well as my son. He studies under the rabbi, Gamaliel.”

      “Oh! I know of Gamaliel.” Asher responded with admiration. “Only the finest of scholars could hope for tutelage under him.”

      “Indeed, I do appreciate my son’s intelligence, but I would so love to see it applied to trade. Young Asher, Your father Levi must admire your skills as a merchant.”

      “I do enjoy the trade but I have much to learn.”

      “You will grow in time.”

      “But how may I grow faster?” Asher pled. “Please. Tell me. What sets you above other merchants?”

      Gideon pondered his question. “Through many trials, my grandfather taught my father that a merchant must maintain a fixity of purpose. Small peddlers here in Tarsus remain small because they allow distractions to fritter away their attention. You must set one great goal and never let anything drive you away from it. Concentrate your attention. Continue this for the rest of your life—with goal after goal—and you will far surpass your fellow man.”

      “I will take to heart what you’ve shared,” Asher promised. “And yet, a thought still burdens me. You say that to achieve riches, one must focus. And I agree. Yet, from childhood, I have heard from my fellow Jews in Jerusalem that a man gains success by way of a righteous life. Few speak of ‘maintaining focus,’ although my father Levi does seem to possess that trait, however unconsciously.”

      “Many of my fellow Jews in Tarsus say the same,” Gideon agreed. “Yet, from my dealings with Gentile merchants, I cannot agree that righteousness equates to riches.”

      “You cannot?”

      “I cannot because wealthy merchants I know burn incense to idols. They engage in the most debauched of revelries. And yet they gain riches—some beyond my own.”

      Asher sat in silence, thinking on Gideon’s words.

      Gideon continued in a mournful tone, “This reality drove my son away from the merchant trade. As he observed the depravity of his heathen neighbors, he concluded that riches do not necessarily arise from righteousness! He took another pathway. Longing for eternal life beyond the grave, he applied his mind to the Scriptures rather than to the accounting table.”

      “You say he longs… for eternal life?” Asher responded, almost pleadingly.

      Noting Asher’s expression, Gideon’s wife Prudence interjected. “Asher, when you return to Jerusalem, I want you to visit my son.”

      Asher nodded with a smile. “I would like that.”

      The meal, with its accompaniment of musical entertainers, went on for another hour before Asher retired to his guest room.

      

      The next morning, Asher rose early. After breakfasting with his hosts, he rode a horse provided by Gideon’s liveries down to the Twin Sisters moored at the harbor.

      His capable manager onboard had done well in the sale and purchasing of wares. Sitting onboard ship with wax tablets in hand, the two stenciled numbers into their accounting records.

      Early afternoon, Asher remounted his steed and rode up the winding streets toward Gideon’s estate. Ambling along the bending, curving throughways, he noted the prosperity of the shops and homes. He noted no beggars along the way. So unlike Jerusalem.

      The Pax Romana (‘Peace of Rome’) had brought much prosperity to Tarsus, Asher thought. With these people not spending their efforts on violence—like so many of my brethren in Judea—they’ve found the time and energy to build their wealth.

      Arriving at Gideon’s home and passing through the opened gate, he dismounted. Handing the horse’s reins to a servant, he walked to his guest room for a late afternoon rest.

      

      That evening at supper, Gideon greeted him kindly, “Young Asher, you have honored us with your visit these two days. We will grieve your departure on the morrow.”

      “And I will miss you, my gracious hosts.”

      Asher supped with them over simpler fare that evening.

      Gideon spoke again to Asher of his son in Jerusalem. “I worry for him. While I appreciate his religious sensibilities, I fear that his zeal for the God of Israel may one day offend the Roman overlords in Judea. I hear of political tremors across the western waters—the possibility of tighter control over the Jews. I study power, young Asher. I know that once acquired, the desire for more only increases—in one man, or in an empire. I fear that Rome will not rest until it gains total mastery over us. For now, they allow Jews to worship Jehovah only. But all other peoples must burn incense to the Emperor or face death. How long before one mad despot removes this exception for the Jews? If that happens, my religious son could end up in the arena before a gladiator or a lion. For you as a merchant, though, Asher, I anticipate a smaller target on your back under the Roman Imperium.”

      “Would not my gold combined with my Jewishness make me an even bigger temptation for our persecutors?” Asher asked. “Could they not accuse me of enmity against Rome—and then confiscate my wealth upon my imprisonment?”

      “We Jews,” Gideon lamented, “stand forever on the precipice between life and death—a plight our Gentile neighbors will never understand.”

      “Yet the God of Israel always preserves us.” Asher reminded him.

      “Though often through much suffering.”

      “You say you study power,” Asher stated. “A Jewish trader, Osroes of Ctesiphon in Parthia, spoke to me in Jerusalem of another power.”

      “Another power?”

      “He spoke of families who control the issuance of credit—money-lenders who claim to back the bills of credit they lend with silver and gold.”

      “I would prefer,” Gideon stammered, “we speak no more on this matter.”

      Taken aback by Gideon’s response, Asher gave attention to a piece of flatbread on his plate.

      Prudence interposed. “You must tell me, Asher, where you plan to sail after Tarsus.”

      “I will make a port-o-call at Attalia and sail on toward Achaia in Greece. My father knows several merchants he hopes I will meet there.

      Asher and Prudence continued their conversation while Gideon ate in silence.

      At a moment when no servant bustled nearby, Gideon tugged Asher’s arm and whispered. “I will speak of this matter with you, but later in my private study. Too many ears pass by our voices here. Do you understand?”

      Asher nodded.

      An hour later, Asher entered Gideon’s study and the elder bolted the door. “I’ve designed this room for privacy,” Gideon said.

      Asher stared at the locked entrance. “I believe Osroes spoke the truth. He told me that people who speak of this often end up in the grave.”

      “He spoke the truth. And this power, I confess to you, fills me with dread. The Emperor himself pays obeisance, though I imagine he chafes against it. Yet however much he grumbles, he knows that rulers who resist soon find their realms drenched in blood, pestilence, and ruin.”

      Asher noted Gideon’s hands trembling.

      “The power goes beyond the mere machinations of men,” Gideon continued. “Great spiritual forces drive it and move it across civilizations and through the portals of time.”

      “When you say ‘it,’ what do you mean?” Asher inquired. “Do you mean the money-lenders?”

      “No. I speak of the power behind the money-lenders. This power inspires, guides, and moves them. This power rules our world.”

      “But how do you know of this? Who told you of it?”

      “Young Asher, when you’ve plied your trade for as long as I have, you meet these people—or rather their underlings—and come to understand their alchemy, and the ‘gods’ they serve. They create ‘gold’ out of nothing, lend it to merchants like you and me, and extract the usury we pay them. And as the prices rise, the poor have their lifeblood drawn from them. These lenders fatten themselves as distended ticks latched to a mongrel. I implore you to remain wary of them. I find no way to avoid them because I need them to lend me capital. But I never trust them. I know that at any opportunity, they could drive my business into the ground and add its wreckage to their pile of booty. You must stay vigilant! Take great care not to drown yourself in debt to them. They will never let you escape their clutches.”

      

      The following morning at breakfast, Gideon, his wife Prudence, and daughter Jerusha bid Asher a warm farewell. They begged him to visit again.

      Both Gideon and Asher envisioned great prospects ahead for their two clans.

      Gideon provided two horses, one for Asher and one for the servant accompanying him to his ship, who would return the steeds after Asher’s departure.

      As the two trotted downhill through the city streets, Asher thought of how much he would like to return to this city. He felt his horizons expanding. However, a disquiet born of last evening’s discussion tinged his enthusiasm.

      Within an hour of his boarding the Twin Sisters, the vessel shoved off—its cargo stored, lashed down, and tabulated by Asher’s able administrator.

      In contrast to the ship’s departure from Joppa, the sky this day conveyed the ominous gray of an approaching storm. Yet breaks in the clouds enticed the sailors away from the harbor’s safety. Hope—a sailor’s best friend and worst enemy—lured them out to sea. Riches and adventure coaxed them onward toward their next port o’ call. Yet they knew the briny deep could pull them under one day with the snapping of wood and the smothering of dark cruel waters.

      Thankfully, on that day, the clouds parted. Rays of sunlight sliced their way through the sky. The Twin Sisters sailed westward on a friendly sea toward Attalia.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 71

          

          
            “Could I not hunt them?”

          

          In the clear light of day

        

      

    

    
      On their final day at Wally O’Brian’s home, Allen and Emily made plans for their departure in separate directions.

      Fear for his family plagued Allen.

      Wally’s secretary Carli Brodovitch, knowing of Allen’s dread, explained to him in detail how her team would keep Emily and the kids hidden deep off the grid.

      She also revealed how they would conceal him from the Network’s field of view.

      

      Over the decades, Wally O’Brian had cultivated relationships with patriots buried within the American power structure.  One of these “lovers of America”—a CIA veteran, now retired and living in Oklahoma—had once specialized in creating false identity papers. Upon Allen’s arrival, Wally asked for his help.

      So as Allen prepared to depart, Carli placed into his hands a passport, a birth certificate, and a driver’s license—all under the name, “Ian Samuel Ogilvy.”

      Wally had also asked the specialist to set up Allen with credit cards under the same name. Wally’s media company, ATTN, would pay off the cards for as long as Allen needed them. Caleb Daugherty in Richmond would then quietly pay back ATTN from the Jackson Lincoln blog’s earnings.

      

      In Wally’s backyard, with the new identity secured in his wallet and backpack, Allen gazed through the wrought-iron fencing outlining the property. Beyond it, Oklahoma prairie grass undulated in the wind.

      Thoughts entered Allen’s mind. Will this ‘chase’ involve only the elites hunting me? he asked himself. Could I not hunt them? Could I not hound them by exposing their dark machinations?

      He recalled Woodrow Wilson’s quote. “Some of the biggest men in the United States, in the field of commerce and manufacture, are afraid of somebody, are afraid of something. They know that there is a power somewhere so organized, so subtle, so watchful, so interlocked, so complete, so pervasive that they had better not speak above their breath when they speak in condemnation of it.”

      Could not he, Allen Grady, possess a boldness that these “biggest men in the United States” had never known? A verse passed through his mind, “Ye are of God, little children, and have overcome them: because greater is he that is in you, than he that is in the world.”

      “They might chase me. But I could make them run, too!” He spluttered and guffawed into the wind.

      Carioch the angel, standing beside him, chuckled as well.

      “What made you laugh?” Emily asked as she approached Allen from behind.

      “Oh. I didn’t notice you there.”

      “I thought you might need a little company out here in the cold.” She nestled beside him.

      “I can’t help thinking about how we’ve flustered these supposedly ‘all powerful’ elites. I find it funny if you can believe it.”

      “I find it delightful to hear you laugh.” Emily gave him a sideways hug as they gazed across the Oklahoma plains. With tears in her eyes, Emily spoke again. “We might have to stay hidden for a long while.”

      “I don’t want to think that far ahead. I only want you and the kids safe—and then back in my arms whenever we finish this thing. Whatever ‘finish’ even means.”

      Wrath surged inside him as he turned toward Emily in her tears. Clenching her hands in his, he proclaimed, “We can fight them, Emily! If we can sound the alarm to enough Americans, we can bring them down! So many people have already woken up to their evil—to the bankers… to the oligarchy who control America. If only the people would act! We could take back our country. We could defeat them! And then… maybe… I could walk in the clear light of day again.”

      “I’ll pray for that every moment,” Emily cried as she buried her face in his shoulder and wept.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 72

          

          
            “A blockbuster for you!”

          

          A critical mass of the people

        

      

    

    
      Wally O’Brian’s studio technicians prepared Allen for his interview—masking his voice and appearance from all scrutinizers.

      The conversation began at 8 a.m.

      “Hey all you listeners out there,” Wally announced, “have I got a blockbuster for you! Jackson Lincoln of national blogging fame has shown up for an interview with ‘Yours Truly.’ I will not broadcast this live. You will watch it as a recorded video in a few days. That’ll give him time to skedaddle before deep-staters start parking outside my studio. Keep Jackson Lincoln in your prayers, folks!”

      “Hey Jackson, can you hear me?”

      “I can.” Allen said, as his obscured image appeared on a screen parallel to Wally’s.

      “Can I call you Jackson?”

      “Sure thing, Wally,” Allen’s distorted voice answered back.

      “Jackson, could you tell me how you first started learning about the big bankers and the origin of money?”

      “I sure can. As a young boy, I lived in poverty. And my upbringing motivated me to track down what I call, ‘The Source of All Wealth.’ Since then, I’ve done everything I can to learn how our monetary system operates.”

      “Your childhood sounds a lot like mine.”

      “Yes, and poverty can force people like us to dig.”

      “Tell me about it, brother! Now, Jackson, I want your opinion about this crisis brewing off the coast of Taiwan. Does it have any relation to ‘money’ and ‘wealth?’”

      “It sure does! As I’ve shared in my blog-posts, big bankers love war. War forces governments to borrow to infinity for victory. And who do they borrow from? The giant private bankers, who end up making billions—trillions—from interest on war loans.”

      “Yeah, I’ll tell ya.” Wally piped in. “Those monsters vacuum up everything they can get their tentacles on. You drive through any town in America and almost all the businesses look the same—so few local places. The big boys siphon out huge profits from the local economies.

      “So true,” Allen agreed.

      “Say Jackson, how do you think this craziness with Taiwan will end up? Will it lead to a hot war?”

      “God only knows. But I hope everybody out there will pray. For my part, I’ll do everything I can to open people’s eyes to the mega-bankers behind the curtain. I know most of your audience consider themselves patriotic Americans. But we cannot let these villains rope us into ‘rallying around the flag’ for their war. We’ve got to burn up the phone lines to our Congressmen and Senators, and tell them to shut it down!”

      “I hope the president hears us, too,” Wally added.

      “Oh yes. The president. I get the feeling Burkham doesn’t quite fall in line with the Corporatocracy. He came from the Establishment, but he may have broken away—like JFK. We’ll have to see. But whatever we do, we’ve got to pray for him! They might try to take him out if he balks against war with China.”

      Wally and Jackson Lincoln went on like this for another hour.

      

      “Jackson Lincoln, I wanna thank you for coming on air with me. You fight the good fight, brother! And I hope we’ll see you again one day.”

      “I’d like that, Wally,” Allen said as they closed off the interview.

      

      Wally walked over to Allen’s studio. “You did great, brother!”

      “I felt nervous and thrilled all at the same time.”

      “I think the audience will love hearing your message once we put it on air.”

      “Yeah, I hope so, too… Well, Wally. It looks like my family and I will have to leave now.”

      “We’ll do everything we can to keep you and your family safe,” Wally promised. “And whatever you do, keep firing off those blog posts! Don’t let them shut you down! If you keep harpin’ against the banksters the way you do, a critical mass of people will rise up and shake ’em off for good!”

      “You’ve voiced my dream, Wally. Would the day come that we win back the freedom these villains have stolen from us since 1913.”

      

      Carli Brodovitch had arranged for Allen’s wife and kids to go to a mountain retreat outside of Colorado Springs.

      Tears streamed as Allen, Emily, and the kids hugged for a long while behind Wally’s home. With many promises to stay in touch—despite their fear of exposure—they bid farewell.

      One of Wally’s people drove off with Emily and the kids in a van. Allen’s heart ached with sorrow as he watched them ride away.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 73

          

          
            “Can you read me?”

          

          Folks who can keep me hidden

        

      

    

    
      With his family en route to Colorado, Allen walked to the guest house and spent the next few hours writing a new blog.

      He assembled his few belongings, including the ham radio. Reading the instructions, he dialed to the frequency Caleb had given him and pressed the transmitter button. “Caleb. Caleb. Can you read me?”

      “I read you.” Caleb squawked, to Allen’s delight.

      They used a “garbled” signal that scrambled each radio’s message on one end and “re-assembled” it on the other. Anyone attempting to listen in would hear only meaningless static.

      “I have my next post here to pass to you,” Allen said.

      “Okay,” Caleb responded. “I’ll transcribe it.”

      Allen recited the content of his blog.

      After Allen finished, Caleb read it back to him.

      “That worked great,” Allen said.

      Caleb asked, “What do you plan to do now?”

      “O’Brian’s people have sent my family to a safe house. I’ll go on my own soon.”

      “Where to?”

      “Probably Thailand.”

      “That makes sense. With you knowing it so well, I’ll bet you have lots of contacts there, like the people you worked with,” Caleb said.

      “I do know people there, but I don’t plan to link up with them.”

      “Why not?”

      “A lot of them heard about what I did—the embezzlement and all. I’d feel ashamed to show my face around them. But I do hope to find other people—folks who can keep me hidden.”

      “How would you find people like that?”

      “I don’t know yet. Maybe I can connect with some Pakistani refugee friends there. They know how to stay out of sight from authorities. But I’ll need others.”

      “I’d like to help you with that. I’ll brainstorm before we talk again.”

      “I’d appreciate that,” Allen said. “Oh, and one more thing. I wouldn’t mind if you talked with Jessica Riley about my need for help in Thailand. I remember that she has Asian-American friends. She told me that when I’d mentioned my time in Thailand. Who knows? Her friends might have contacts in Asia—even Southeast Asia. But make sure Jessica doesn’t share this with too many people.”

      “I’ll do that,” Caleb promised.

      

      Caleb made minor edits to the blog Allen had submitted. He then drove the paper copy to Jessica’s house where she posted it online.

      The primitive process worked, keeping Allen’s location out of the Network’s view.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 74

          

          
            The Source of All Money

          

          Allen’s blog

        

      

    

    
      When I started sending out blog posts a few months ago, I could never have anticipated the huge response from you, my readers. For whatever reason, they seem to have touched a nerve. Millions today feel that something has gone off the rails in our society, and most have not understood why.

      I hope my posts have played a small part in helping many to say, “I can now see our country’s real enemy. I can now understand how this private banking cartel, the ‘Federal’ Reserve, tyrannizes America. And, I can also see how the machinations of the banking elites drive us into war after war.”

      Yet how do we break free from such tyranny? How do we take back our money—and our country?

      

      Many today equate knowledge with power. Those of us with knowledge of the banking tyranny count ourselves in the millions. Yet how do we influence the 345 million people of America—and the eight billion of our world—to stand up against this cabal of thieving villains?

      When we try to propagate our knowledge to the millions, the cabal propagates its lies to billions. As someone once said, “A lie can travel halfway around the world before the truth even puts its boots on.”

      These scoundrels control the global media with their unlimited money. How can We the People compete against such power?

      

      The old New England Puritans once referred to money as “filthy lucre.” They believed the Bible verse, “For the love of money is the root of all evil.”

      While the Puritans used money, they did not love it. They saw money as a tool, yet they remained wary of its destructive power.

      After founding New England in 1621, the Puritans had, by the 1760s, created a society with the highest per capita income in human history up to that time. No wonder the Brits wanted to tax the daylights out of them.

      How did the Puritans achieve their wealth in such a short window of time?

      They achieved it because they understood what I have only begun to understand myself. They understood the difference between the “Source of All Money” and the “Source of All Wealth.”

      

      We know that money does not always equal the value of the wealth it claims to represent. The big bankers create this “difference” by issuing “funny money” in amounts above and beyond the value of real wealth—causing inflation and the devaluation of the dollars in our pockets.

      In other words, we observe “money” sourced from an evil entity—from the inflation-creating bankers.

      Yet we see wealth sourced from We the People.

      The banking elites pervert and distort the “value of wealth” by misrepresenting it with constantly-shifting-in-value “dollars.” The complexity, chaos, and confusion that the bankers cause enables them to steal trillions from the citizenry every year.

      

      The early American Puritans had created a society for the first time in human history that placed the Bible—as opposed to a centralized government or even centralized religion—as their ultimate authority.

      By following the Bible above all, they bypassed the Source of All Money and went straight to the Source of All Wealth. Between 1621 and 1760, they created a fair, just—and above all, free—environment for the common man to create wealth.

      Every other society before the Puritans had suppressed the common man, stifling his God-given creativity. But in Puritan society, with every individual now viewed biblically as “valuable” in God’s eyes, wealth could issue forth freely —unchecked by the shackles of Satan-controlled tyrants. Such “tyrants” had apparently  found no power-base in Bible-saturated New England.

      

      But in the 1760s, the “Satanic elite” struck back—imposing crippling taxation on the common people of America. By the mid-1770s, the Puritans and the rest of the American colonies had had enough. The Revolutionary War “tax revolt” resulted, with the Americans winning their freedom from Great Britain in 1783.

      

      Unfortunately, the “European way” snuck its wily tentacles back into America with the chartering of the First [Central] Bank of the United States in 1791. European bankers could quietly exert their oppression over American society.

      That bank’s charter expired in 1811.

      But after the War of 1812, the “European way” snuck in again with the chartering of the Second [Central] Bank of the United States under its nefarious president, Nicholas Biddle.

      

      But in 1833, the American hero, President Andrew Jackson, destroyed the power of this central bank with his “Order for the Removal.”

      Therefore, from 1833 to 1913, America enjoyed eighty years of the “Puritan and American way.” The floodgates of creativity, inventiveness, and—above all—God-given freedom gave the common man the ability to produce unfettered wealth.

      No “income tax” and no “central bank” stood in his way!

      Thus, the most inventive and creative period in all of human history ensued!

      

      We can see the “Source of All Money” in the Dark Lord Satan himself. He manipulates his minions like Nicholas Biddle in the past and Edgar Bundy Russell today with his puppet strings, using them to carry out his designs across the globe—to “steal, kill, and destroy.”

      Two thousand years ago, Satan made an offer to Jesus—to grant him the kingdoms of this world.

      Although Jesus rejected Satan’s offer, He never disagreed with the Devil’s ability to grant it to Him. If Satan could have offered the kingdoms of this world to Jesus, could he not also have offered them to others—like to Nicholas Biddle or to Edgar Bundy Russell?

      When the banking elites make their Faustian bargain—their deal with the Devil—Satan hands them the kingdoms of this world via their ability to lend money into existence. He places the “story of money” into their minds.

      The private Federal Reserve today repeats what has gone on since the beginning of civilization—with the exception of the 1621 to 1760s period in Colonial America and the 1833 to 1913 period in the United States of America.

      

      But what about the Source of All Wealth? What does it truly mean to us? I’ll have to admit I do not understand it fully yet.

      Yet from what I have gleaned so far, the Source of All Wealth seems to derive from a person’s freedom to create—to live out his or her God-given abilities. Deuteronomy 8:17-18 states this. “And thou say in thine heart, My power and the might of mine hand hath gotten me this wealth. But thou shalt remember the LORD thy God: for it is he that giveth thee power to get wealth, that he may establish his covenant which he sware unto thy fathers, as it is this day.”

      

      God Himself grants us the “power to get wealth.” Therefore, we must credit Him for wealth. And whenever tyrants suppress this God-given “power,” they bring poverty, misery, and oppression upon us all.

      

      As usual, thousands of readers visited the blog’s website and chimed in with comments.

      A few days after Jessica posted the blog online, Wally released the recording of his “incognito Jackson Lincoln interview” to the public. Millions across the land, many of whom had never heard of Jackson Lincoln, tuned in. These legions of new readers scattered the blog further across the internet. This brought in more revenue than ever as readers multiplied—enraging the Establishmentarians and their demonic overlords.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 75

          

          
            An old friend

          

          “You admit you miss me!”

        

      

    

    
      With the Network now aware—because of his interview with Wally O’Brian—that Jackson Lincoln likely no longer resided in Petersburg, the Ascended Masters pressed their human servants hard to find him. They no longer bothered anymore about Caleb and Jessica.

      Knowing that people monitored his calls, Caleb had “let it slip” to Sheriff Tinsley that he had “others” ready to take over the blog publishing if anyone knocked off him or Jessica.

      Nevertheless, the Sheriff’s deputies kept an eye on the two.

      Any Network operative attempting to accost them would find armed—and angelic—resistance standing in his way.

      

      As Jessica uploaded Allen’s latest blog, she thought back to her time at the start-up in NYC with her Columbia University friends. Nostalgia filled her.

      She took a drive to her favorite coffee shop in Richmond with its gorgeous window view of the “falls”—a gradual 105-foot drop along a seven-mile stretch of the James River. She arrived before the lunch crowd of yuppies drained out of their downtown office buildings.

      She hadn’t visited the old place in a while. Built over a century ago, the redolence of its dark wooden interior and musty old books lining the shelves mingled with an inviting aroma of fresh-brewed espresso.

      While she didn’t make it in time for a coveted corner booth, she did find a nice spot near the window, taking in the view and watching the young and the hip stride by the front window. A lot of them probably work for the Richmond Fed close by here, she thought with a chuckle.

      Her nostalgia mingled with anxiety. The ordeal at Ralph's Burgers a few days ago with Caleb still rubbed her nerves raw.

      “You don’t get over trauma like that anytime soon,” Caleb had reminded her.

      To stimulate her nostalgia, Jessica texted a friend she hadn’t talked with in a while.

      During her days at William & Mary, Columbia University, and at the start-up, she had befriended a young lady named Grace Lee. Jessica had met Grace during their senior year and joined her in studying at Columbia. After graduation, they both found jobs with the NYC start-up.

      Grace, like Jessica, had Christian parents, and also like Jessica, she had stopped going to church during her college years. Thus they shared an affinity—in Williamsburg and later in New York. But unlike Jessica, when Grace moved back in with her parents in Annandale, Virginia near D.C. after the start-up blog tanked, she found herself attracted again to church life.

      Jessica knew of this change from texts with her months ago. It created a subtle distance between them. But Jessica still considered her a friend. Grace’s sly humor made any time enjoyable, with both of them bursting into laughter at some point, no matter how stressful the situation.

      Jessica snapped a picture of the coffee shop’s interior. She texted on her phone. “Hi, Grace. Recognize this place?” Pressing send, she texted again, “I’d sure like to get together. How do you like your new gig at Strat Exel?” Jessica referred to Grace’s position at a prestigious D.C. consulting firm she had joined since leaving the NYC start-up.

      Jessica set the phone on the table and took a sip from her mocha as she gazed at the dark wooden interior and took in the aroma of fresh coffee grounds. She tapped the book-reader app on her phone and settled into a novel she hadn’t looked at in a while.

      Twenty minutes later, a text notification popped up: “I remember that place! And I do like my job! ;-) How do you like it down there so far away from the big city?”

      Jessica smiled as she fired off a reply to Grace. “Oh, you know. I can live in a virtual city anytime I want these days.” Then she texted, “How bout we get together sometime? I wanna talk. I can drive up your way. I have a hankering for a real bricks-and-mortar urban experience.”

      “Oh, so you admit you miss me!” Grace fired off. “Let’s get some Korean food near Fairfax. I work from home a lot these days—flexible hours. Can you do lunch tomorrow?”

      “Yeah! Send me the map location. Would noon work?”

      “That works! See ya!”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 76

          

          
            General Benedict R. Lemnitzer

          

          A new boss soon

        

      

    

    
      General Benedict R. Lemnitzer, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff—the top military man in America—knew who called the shots. And he knew who had raised him to this pinnacle of military power.

      From his entry into West Point as a plebe in 1984, the “searchers for elite talent” who haunted the Academy’s halls singled him out from his fellow cadets. Born on an Iowa farm to a family that placed hard work over all other virtues, his ambition made him stand out among his gray-suited Academy peers. By the time he reached his senior year, he attained the top Cadet rank of First Captain. Establishmentarians took note and cultivated his career accordingly. Upon graduation, Lemnitzer attended Oxford University as a Rhodes Scholar. Afterwards, he entered the Army Tank Corps.

      He first met Edgar Bundy Russell in the early 1990s. Edgar’s bank had put on a “thank you” party for top-flight junior officers returning from the Iraq War. The two chatted together the whole evening—their mutual Army affinity kindling a strong friendship.

      As Edgar rose to the top in the banking field, his influence ensured ‘Benny’ Lemnitzer’s parallel rise in the military. The General’s decades-long friendship with Edgar far eclipsed any loyalty he felt toward the Burkham administration.

      

      “General,” President Burkham spoke to General Lemnitzer. “As you know, I’ve expressed serious doubts about this Marine base in Taiwan.” The two sat together in the Pentagon’s underground National Military Command Center (NMCC). Giant walls of computer monitors surrounded them—mapping in real time the happenings of the U.S. Military across the globe. Officers and enlisted men sat and stood among the innumerable terminals. A cluster of more than a dozen generals and admirals huddled around the two leaders. Lines of concern etched the men’s faces as they wrestled through the implications of Burkham’s statement.

      “Mr. President,” General Lemnitzer spoke. “I hear your concerns, but if we don’t face down the Chinese now, they’ll face us down in a few years.” He added, “And for the record, I support your decision to go ahead with the base.”

      “My decision?” The president trailed off for a moment. “General, I don’t like it. Do you hear me?”

      “If I may speak candidly, sir, I don’t want to back down now. We’ll never have this edge over the Chinese again. They’ll seize the initiative around Taiwan and within a short time, they’ll invade—leaving us flat-footed on the outside of the South China Sea island chain. We hold the psychological advantage now, having forced them to respond.”

      “Oh, they’ve responded all right,” the president retorted with sarcasm.

      Unabated, the general continued—his countenance almost a facsimile of Edgar Bundy Russell, Burkham thought—“Sir, we must continue full force. We cannot lose our momentum.”

      Staring the general in the face, Burkham stated, “General, the amphibious ships will stay put for now to the east. No movement toward Taiwan.”

      Rage emanated from General Lemnitzer’s face, but he spoke not a word.

      The president walked out of the NMCC, accompanied by his Secret Service entourage. They headed toward Marine One at the Pentagon heliport. “Pick up my wife and kids and fly us to Camp David,” he said to the pilot. “I need a long weekend.”

      That evening, General Lemnitzer called Edgar Bundy Russell and reported Burkham’s order regarding the amphibious ships.

      “You’ll likely have a new boss soon,” Edgar stated to him. Margrawl the Terror smiled behind Edgar with razor-sharp teeth.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 77

          

          
            A Seething rage

          

          Andrew Jackson’s legacy

        

      

    

    
      At Camp David, the president sat on a sofa sipping brandy and puffing a cigarette. His hands shook and his face flushed. A classic PTSD patient, he thought. The strain of the past few days had rubbed his emotions raw.

      Since childhood, Burkham had traversed through life under the watch-care of Establishment authority. From his father and mother, from his prep school tutors, from his university professors, and from his colleagues in government… Every stage of his life, “they” had shepherded and shadowed him.

      Yet today he felt isolated… detached… forsaken… having crossed some invisible line.

      He had parted ways with “them.”

      As the face of  Edgar Bundy Russell flashed across his mind, a seething rage combined with a stark fear burned inside President Burkham. Tendrils of emotional slavery threatened to strangle his soul.

      He recalled the fate of past presidents who had tried to free themselves from the bankers’ dominance.

      Lincoln with his Greenbacks. James Garfield speaking against private bankers. And Kennedy with his silver-backed dollars and calls for peace with Vietnam.

      Each had met an early grave.

      Yet one exception stood out like a spotlight, emblazoned upon the chapters of history—a flag of defiance flapping in the wind.

      Andrew Jackson.

      Despite his many flaws, Jackson had done great service to his country—to all of humanity. He had killed the central bank of his day. He had freed the nation from financial slavery for eighty years—from 1833 to 1913.

      An assassin with two derringers had tried to take down Andrew Jackson, but misfired—and Jackson pummeled the man with his cane!

      

      Burkham had lived a “party-all-the-time” lifestyle in college. But during his sober moments, he had managed to develop a love for history—his university major then.

      After college, Burkham found joy burying his head in old history books, gleaning snippets of wisdom from the distant past. Yet after decades of reading the “same old” Establishment-approved material, he found himself unfulfilled.

      He branched out to other sources… off the beaten path… on the back shelves of musty basements in old libraries. From near-forgotten historical works, he learned, for instance, of John Quincy Adams’ “Anti-Masonic Party” of the 1820s and of Charles Chiniquy’s close friendship with Abraham Lincoln. He read of how Chiniquy had warned Lincoln, years before his assassination, of a murderous vow against him.

      Obscure history. Unknown to most. Yet thoroughly fascinating. And so significant to the shaping of America!

      Burkham treasured these pearls of knowledge deep inside—even while his “outside persona” followed the Establishment-approved template to power.

      Now he found himself President of the United States.

      

      “The vast majority of Americans still think we live in a democracy—a republic.” Burkham spat to himself. “In reality, we live under a titled aristocracy. And this ruling class’s thirst for power drives it to consolidate, to tighten, and to centralize its grip over the hapless citizenry.

      “The citizenry!” Burkham scoffed. “No, these tyrants don’t view Americans as ‘citizens.’ They see them as nothing more than ‘the masses’—a faceless lump of humanity, ripe for their exploitation.”

      Burkham recalled Agent Cogent’s warning of foul play against him. Would he suffer the same fate as those other three presidents?

      Or would he live? And, would he one day even restore Andrew Jackson’s legacy?

      

      While President Burkham ruminated at Camp David, senior-level Network officials met at a Maryland safe house. They, along with three MK-ULTRA-trained “Secret Service agents” finalized preparations.

      In a few weeks, these three “agents” would make history.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 78

          

          
            Memories

          

          An amorphous haze

        

      

    

    
      “Hood.” The voice of a Network supervisor crackled on Stephen Hood’s phone.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Drive immediately to our West Virginia facility for your debriefing.”

      “When do you want me there?”

      “Within twenty-four hours.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Hood slipped the phone into his blue jeans pocket.

      Sitting on a disheveled sofa in front of an auto junkyard office, he stared at the sky. A tow truck had brought him there, on the outskirts of an Arkansas town, with his wrecked Network vehicle.

      His fellow operatives had departed in a rental car back to headquarters.

      

      At the scene of the auto accident, a truck had come to haul away the big pickup of a furious Marla Pergus, the woman they had plowed into on the highway while chasing down the blogger. After meeting with a police officer and reps from their insurance companies, they parted ways. But not before Marla threatened to sue Hood within an inch of his life.

      

      Vague thoughts bubbled upward in his mind as he sat on the sofa. An impression. A feeling. An old woman—like Marla Pergus. But kind, like a grandmother.

      “My grandmother?” An image formed of a little boy, no older than five, sitting on his grandmother’s knees as she sang. He couldn’t recall the words, but the tune coursed through his mind in faint familiarity.

      The old sofa on which he sat had a smell to it—a comforting, yes, a “grandmotherly” smell. He had heard somewhere that smells bring back memories like nothing else.

      The odor of the old couch continued to waft over Hood’s nostrils. More memories flooded in—not vague, but vivid now. Yes, a grandmother. His grandmother. Grandma Tucker. She looked down on the boy’s five-year-old face with a twinkle in her eye and a warmth in her smile.

      She sang another chorus. This time the words flew into his mind. “When the roll is called up yonder, when the roll is called up yonder, I’ll be there.” A tranquility he had not felt in years rose upward from the souls of his feet to the crown of his head, and outward to the sky. This woman loved me, Hood thought. This concept. This idea. This feeling of “love” had not graced his heart in years. Had it ever? It must have.

      He breathed in again the aroma of the old couch and gazed across the acres of battered, rusty cars intertwined among the tall grass and the creeping vines.

      Tall grass. Another memory rushed in. This time… a boy of about ten, running through tall grass. But no feeling of love. This time, stark terror, as a big man chased him. The brute overtook him and dragged him into a sedan. He tied the boy’s hands and gagged his mouth, hurling him to the floor of the back seat.

      The man jumped into the front, gunned the engine, and sped the car away as gravel battered inside the metal wheel hubs. The little boy whimpered, filled with terror.

      The image faded away like gray smoke in a winter wind.

      

      The idea of “thinking about the past” did not normally suit Stephen Hood. He lived life only in the present and the near future. The next job to perform on orders from—from whom? In all these years, he had never learned their full names, yet he followed their orders—auto-responsively. No real thought required. Only response. Their commands followed by his actions.

      New recollections now entered his mind: images of military-style training… base after training base in America, Italy, and a place in Turkey. Memories of assignments followed. The combat. The bullets. Blood flying everywhere in Iraq, in Syria. Then, a “blackest of the black” operation liaising with Muslim fundamentalists. And, oh yes, Afghanistan.

      The time before this—his adolescent years—seemed only an amorphous haze.

      

      Stephen Hood decided to sit on the odoriferous outdoor couch for a while longer. West Virginia could wait.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 79

          

          
            “Tell me when he arrives.”

          

          Emotions of immense power

        

      

    

    
      While Stephen Hood sat at the junkyard in Arkansas, the organizational structure of the Network shifted its attention to how it would pursue Jackson Lincoln without his services.

      “We’ll need to devote more cyber resources to tracking down the blogger,” a supervisor stated to a junior colleague as he stood inside the Network’s vast Maryland complex.

      He exited a darkened room filled with dozens of computer screens and walked into a space occupied by a senior analyst. As he approached, the analyst wheeled around on a swivel chair, asking, “How can I help you, sir?”

      “Bob, I want you to track Stephen Hood as he drives toward West Virginia. Tell me when he arrives.”

      

      Whispers and knowing nods had already circulated throughout the Maryland complex—each communicating an expectation that Stephen Hood would soon “lose his job.”

      Too bad about the downfall of such an effective operative. Yet with its infinite funding, the Network could quickly adapt to the loss of Hood—nothing more than an interchangeable unit within the Network’s vast labyrinth of interlocking machine-components.

      

      “We have him at a junkyard in Arkansas where he dropped off the car. He hasn’t moved in a while,” the analyst related.

      “Keep an eye on him,” the supervisor ordered.

      

      From the front door of the junk yard’s office in Arkansas, a heavyset man in overalls, sporting a thick beard, sauntered out and approached Stephen Hood. “Sir, will you need any help gettin’ a ride home?” he asked.

      Hood jerked his head toward the questioner. “Oh, uh, no, I’ll flag a taxi. You okay with me sitting out here a while longer?”

      “Sure man, no prob. Just lemme know if I can help.” The bearded man walked back inside.

      Over the next hour, Hood recalled more mental impressions. He calculated a time gap of about ten years between his apparent  “abduction” and his first training program—in a New Mexico desert, he remembered.

      He sifted through the memories clinically, unemotionally. Yet beneath the dividing line of consciousness and subconsciousness emotions of immense power strove to breach the surface. But not yet.

      

      Hood’s thoughts returned to the present. He figured a gaggle of operatives in Maryland probably wondered why he had not moved from his spot at the junkyard for over two hours—especially since he had received a direct order to drive immediately to West Virginia. With a chuckle, he pictured them murmuring amongst themselves. “Why hasn’t he moved yet? What’s happened to him?”

      “Okay, I’ll move.” He tapped a taxi app on his phone and requested that the driver take him to a local car rental place.

      

      He rented the car using his Network-provided credit card. Driving first to a big-box retail store, he purchased a few items.

      Entering the interstate, he drove northeast in the general direction of West Virginia.

      After two hours, he exited and pulled into a fast-food joint and parked. He walked into its restroom and locked the door. After taking a leak, he placed his Network-issued cell phone and credit cards into a ziplock bag after making sure to set the phone’s sound to silent, but not off. Placing this into a second and third ziplock, he wrapped the whole package with several large rubber bands.

      Taking a powerful magnet out of his pocket, he fastened it with several more rubber bands, to the package.

      He walked outside to his rental car and kneeled down next to it on the asphalt—his head below the window of his car and the window of an SUV parked next to him. In an instant, he attached the magnetic package inside the wheel well of the SUV, ensuring no trace of it showed.

      Jumping back into his rental car, he started the engine and drove away. His Network supervisors who tracked his phone could now enjoy viewing the driving activities of an Arkansas SUV.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 80

          

          
            Driving North

          

          Vice Admiral Harlan Cunningham

        

      

    

    
      Order the book for a friend: https://soaw.mysamcart.com/checkout/source-of-all-wealth-novel-ebook

      

      With his blog, the “Source of All Money,” sent off to Caleb Daugherty, Allen loaded his few items into a four-year-old white pickup that Wally O’Brian’s people had purchased for his use. He shook hands with Carli, Wally, and a few other ATTN employees standing in Wally’s driveway.

      Climbing into the truck, he waved goodbye as he motored out of the driveway.

      Entering I-35, he drove north. He would travel to a place he considered ironic given his intention to make himself invisible to his pursuers—Jackson, Wyoming.

      Allen recalled what he knew of Jackson, the county seat of Teton County and nestled within the Jackson Hole valley. It boasted the highest average income in America. The elite of the elites called it their home—or rather their second, third, or fourth “home.”

      Why would Allen, hiding from these very “elites,” drive into this “belly of the beast?” Because Wally O’Brian knew of an individual there who could give Allen great insight—and supercharge Jackson Lincoln’s message to the world.

      

      Vice Admiral Harlan Cunningham, Retired, had served in the United States Navy for more than thirty years. During his final years, he served in Arlington at the Pentagon and in the Navy Annex. The consummate political animal, he bobbed and weaved like the best of them in the halls of Congress across the Potomac. His glad-handing of legislators often led to large transactions for naval contractors.

      On the morning of September 11, 2001, while standing outside the Navy Annex smoking a cigarette, Harlan looked up. He observed a slow-flying airliner pass directly above his building and then over the north side of a nearby gas station. After that, it banked right toward the Pentagon. He lost view as it passed over trees. Moments later, an enormous fireball rose into the sky, followed by the sound of a heavy explosion—like a bomb. Most of the people standing around him had ducked when the plane passed overhead. But he remained standing—mesmerized with a curiosity that overrode fear. As he stared in shock at the fireball, he noted the faint tail section of a silver airliner in the haze to the right of the Pentagon—likely over its south parking lot, he recalled later. The plane ascended and disappeared into the horizon beyond.

      It struck him as curious afterward when the government claimed that the plane attacking the Pentagon had flown south of the Navy Annex. He had seen it, plain as day, fly over the northern portion of the building. Moreover, the plane he saw after the explosion never showed up in any of the investigative reports. The government mentioned a C-130 cargo plane in the area. But the tail of the plane he saw after the explosion looked like an airliner. He even went online to compare photos of the tail section of a C-130 with a 757. He had seen a 757.

      But, as a busy naval bureaucrat, he let the matter pass with a shrug of his shoulders. He figured the experts would straighten out these anomalies. The matter slipped from his mind.

      Upon his retirement in 2012, Cunningham decided to buy a house out west rather than take up lobbying in DC. He planned to ply his trade from his mountain home outside of Jackson, Wyoming.

      Since 1981, the Kansas City Federal Reserve has hosted the annual Jackson Hole Economic Symposium, a three-day conference for international central bankers, academics, government officials, and members of financial organizations, along with select members of the media. Paul Volcker, Chairman of the Fed in ’81, had set the precedent for meeting there in late August, wanting to partake of the excellent fly fishing in Jackson Hole Valley.

      While the meeting each year drew national and international central bankers, Harlan knew that “others” often stopped by, including the private shareholders in the central banks—people like Edgar Bundy Russell, Paul Hölzer, and their ancillary entourages. Harlan found he could make more money in this short window of time than during an entire year in D.C. The vast sums of money these “masters of the universe” controlled found open hands among the visiting—and salivating—Congressmen. Harlan became an expert at facilitating perfect matches between legislators, bankers, and corporatists during this special time of year—at this special place.

      As the decade progressed, his income and prestige climbed. In 2016, a corporate client from Rhode Island convinced Harlan to join the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR). This think-tank based in Washington included the best and brightest from government and industry. He soon found himself jetting from Wyoming to DC and New York for CFR get-togethers.

      In 2019, a personal crisis hit him hard. The doctors diagnosed his loving wife of thirty years with pancreatic cancer, fourth stage. Within three months, he bid her a tearful goodbye. During his lonely months of grief-induced solitude, his gardener—a crusty old mountain man of few words, but with a heart of gold—became his only companion.

      On one occasion, while Harlan sat on his deck gazing through the pine trees and recollecting his departed bride, the gardener shuffled nearby to clip some overhanging branches. The old codger carried a portable radio attached to his belt. Harlan could make out the faint voice of what sounded like a political commentator chattering away. Curious, he sidled over.

      “It sounds like you enjoy politics,” Harlan commented to the gardener.

      “Oh. Did you hear that? I can turn it down if you want.”

      “No. No problem. Who do you listen to?

      “Wally O’Brian.”

      “Wally O’Brian. I’ve heard that name before. What does he talk about?”

      “Oh, you know, news and whatnot.”

      His curiosity piqued, Harlan went inside and brought out his laptop. He found O’Brian’s streaming broadcast.

      That day, a caller brought up the subject of the 9/11 attacks. O’Brian launched into a tirade, ranting something about “thermite explosives in steel beams.”

      “Sounds like a crackpot conspiracy theorist,” Cunningham mumbled. But he continued to listen, enjoying the broadcaster’s gravelly voice.

      Wally switched his tirade to the attack on the Pentagon. That got Harlan’s full attention. “Those fraudsters lied to us through their teeth about the Pentagon attack! First, ya gotta look at the flight path—supposedly flown by some Arab who couldn’t even control a Cessna!”

      Harlan listened on—now intrigued.

      “Those overpriced criminals told us the airline flew south of the Navy Annex at a speed of almost five hundred knots which would have made a flight from that angle aeronautically impossible. It never could have pulled up in time to hit the building. All the witnesses—who they intimidated into silence after they got interviewed—said the plane flew over the northern part of the Navy Annex. And we got ‘em on video sayin’ so!”

      Wally ranted on some more, but Harlan didn’t listen. His mind flashed back to the scene of the slow-flying airliner over his head at the Navy Annex.

      For the rest of his day, curiosity consumed him. All afternoon and evening, he searched through every website he could find relating to the Pentagon attack. By eleven o’clock, with his back propped against three pillows in his bed and his laptop on his knees, he came to a shocking conclusion. His government had committed a monumental crime against its people.

      The people on the web who defended the government’s official story posed questions like, “How in the world could so many people cover up such a vast conspiracy? Someone would leak it for sure.” But Harlan had just viewed video interviews of people working nearby and at the Annex saying they would testify in court that the airplane had flown over the north side of the Annex. Before authorities had shut them up, they had wanted to testify—to leak—what they had seen with their own eyes… what he had seen.

      Past midnight, he pondered further over how the perpetrators of this monumental conspiracy could keep a lid on it. A thought came to him…

      If I had played even a small part in these attacks, I would never want to reveal it to the world—for two reasons: One, by opening my mouth, I might end up in jail for the rest of my life. I mean, who would give me any “witness protection?” The government perpetrators? And two, before anyone got wind of my “leak,” the people behind this might contract a hit out on me. Anyone involved in this would keep his mouth shut tight.

      And I can think of a third reason: The perpetrators likely selected a large team of underlings proven to have kept secrets on other “incidents” in the past—and who they could blackmail. In other words, they likely used a well-paid cadre of loyal psychopaths—plus a bunch of other unstable people desperate for money and willing to keep quiet. Why would these people feel any inclination to blab about what they had perpetrated?

      No, the right mixture of high-level conspirators and low-level operators, combined with a controlled media, could carry this out—even when looking at it from the “someone-would-surely-spill-the-beans” angle. I mean if I had known about this, would I have spoken up? Not if I’d wanted to keep my career—or my life. Imagine. Vice Admiral Cunningham, the ultimate Washingtonian insider, with his side gig as a 9/11 Truther. Ridiculous! The social pressure alone would make publicizing the truth impossible.

      Within a few weeks, Harlan booked a plane ticket for a quiet visit to Wally O’Brian. They chatted at a steak house outside of town.

      In the years that followed, Wally and Harlan developed a strong and communicative—albeit concealed—friendship.

      

      As Allen Grady lay down on his bed that evening at a cheap motel halfway to Jackson, Wyoming, he read through Wally’s instructions on how to link up with Vice Admiral Harlan Cunningham on the morrow.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 81

          

          
            Harold Jeong

          

          Off the grid

        

      

    

    
      Jessica glanced at the map app on her phone as she drove into Fairfax City, Virginia, on the outskirts of D.C.—a charming old town tracing its roots back to colonial times. As she entered the downtown area on Route 123, she took in the ambiance of the luxurious neighborhoods she passed. Probably lots of government contractors and senior-level officials live here, she surmised.

      Her map led her to a fashionable outdoor mall where she found a parking spot. She walked through the freezing winter winds into the Korean BBQ Bistro.

      Grace Lee, her friend, met her at the glass front door and together they went inside, finding a booth in the rear. “What do you think of this place?” Grace smiled. “I come here a lot.”

      “I love the K-pop posters!” Jessica chattered. “I can’t wait to eat some Korean food! I haven’t had any for at least a year.”

      After ordering, Grace inquired, “What brings you to my neck of the woods?”

      “Aside from wanting to see you, I have something to talk about.”

      “Sure. Let’s talk.”

      “Hold on a moment.” Without saying another word, Jessica put her index finger to her lips indicating “silence.” She slid her phone into a little satchel she had placed on the table and indicated for Grace to do the same.

      Giving Jessica a bemused look, Grace put her phone in, too.

      Jessica tightened the satchel’s drawstrings and explained, “Whenever I want total privacy, I use this to block the phone signals.”

      “Why do that?”

      “Because what I’ll share with you now cannot get out to anyone. You might think I’ve gone crazy once you hear it.”

      “Crazy? I can’t think of a more level-headed woman on the planet than you.”

      Tears formed in Jessica’s eyes.

      “Oh Jessica. What happened?” Grace put her hand on her friend’s.

      “After our New York blog went south, you remember I got a job at the Petersburg Star Ledger, right?”

      “Yes, I remember.”

      “Well, the Star Ledger now no longer exists.”

      “Why not?”

      “My editor, Caleb Daugherty, wrote a front-page article that offended some powerful people—including the corporate owners of our paper. They closed our century-old periodical in one night.”

      “What did Caleb write?”

      “He reported on a meeting of top-level bankers at a hotel in Richmond. They did not want their meeting known to the public. Our article’s whistle-blowing infuriated the bankers and enraged our paper’s owners.”

      “What happened after that?” Grace asked.

      “After we lost our jobs, Caleb and I thought of starting a blog.”

      “Another blog? After our nosedive in New York?”

      “Yes. And believe it or not, it worked this time. Millions read it now.”

      “Millions!”

      “Yes, and it turns out that our blogger has offended these ‘bankers’ even more than our newspaper article did.”

      “Wait. You and Caleb don’t write the blog?”

      “No, we only edit and advertise on it. A guy called ‘Jackson Lincoln’ writes it. Have you ever heard of him?”

      “I can’t say I have.”

      “A few days ago, Caleb and I made plans to meet at Ralph's Burgers. When we arrived, two men approached us in the parking lot. Caleb saw one of them carrying a gun. So with his pistol, he fired two warning shots. We drove off and escaped.”

      Grace’s eyes popped. “That would have totally traumatized me! Do you think those people still want to get you?”

      “I doubt it. Ever since Jackson Lincoln moved out of town, I think they’ve gone after him alone now.”

      “How do they know he left?”

      “Because someone did an interview with him in Oklahoma with his face covered and voice obscured. They know he’s gone somewhere else.”

      “What have you gotten yourself into, Jessica? This does not sound like you at all!”

      “Meet the new me,” Jessica responded with a nervous laugh and a dramatic flourish of her hands.

      “I want to pray for you.”

      “If you pray—pray for the blogger. He’s got people who’ll protect his family, but he has to travel on his own to shake them off his trail.”

      Jessica leaned closer to Grace and whispered. “From what Caleb told me, our blogger plans to fly to Southeast Asia—to Thailand. Caleb thought my Asian-American friends might have contacts who can help him. The blogger needs people in Asia—preferably Thailand—who can help him stay hidden.”

      Grace sat transfixed in thought for a moment.

      “My pastor knows people in Asia. He came from Korea as a boy, and he’s done short-term mission trips to Thailand and Cambodia. I’ll bet he could find people to help your blogger. I’ll give him a call now.” Grace pulled her phone out of Jessica’s satchel and phoned her pastor, Harold Jeong.

      Harold answered and invited them over.

      After paying their restaurant bill, the two ladies drove to Harold’s house.

      

      “Come on in.” Pastor Jeong said as he met them at his front door.

      Grace introduced Jessica to Harold and his wife, Alice. The four of them sat down on the Jeong’s earth-tone sofas.

      “You’ve got a very nice place here, Pastor,” Jessica complimented.

      “Thank you. You can call me ‘Harold.’”

      After chatting lightly for a few minutes, he inquired. “What brings you two our way this afternoon?”

      “While Jessica and I talked at lunch,” Grace explained, “I thought you could give her advice on something. She can tell you her situation.”

      Jessica placed all their phones into her satchel. During the next forty-five minutes, with plenty of interruptions and clarifications, she described to Harold and Alice what she had shared with Grace—including Jackson Lincoln’s plan of traveling to Thailand.

      “I know people who can help him there,” Harold said. “Our church rents an elementary school every Sunday morning. But in a separate room, another group meets.”

      “Why do they meet in a separate room?”

      “Because they do their services in Chinese. They fled from China and came here as refugees.”

      “Why did they flee from China?”

      “Their government persecuted them for their Christian faith. With surveillance cameras everywhere and the social credit score in full effect, the Chinese government cracked down on them big time. These people might help your blogger friend.”

      “How?”

      My Chinese friends here know other Christian refugees scattered throughout Southeast Asia—including Thailand. Those people might help Jackson Lincoln stay hidden.”

      “That makes sense,” Jessica nodded. “I’ll bet they know how to stay off the grid.”

      “Whenever you get in touch with your blogger friend, ask him if he wants their help.

      “I will!” Jessica exclaimed.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 82

          

          
            Anti-submarine Warfare

          

          Wavering and waffling

        

      

    

    
      Commodore Curler sat in his chair on the flag bridge of the USS Inchon (LHD-12). He gazed at the mid-morning clouds floating over the other two American amphibious ships and three destroyers in his line of sight.

      The destroyers had commenced Anti-submarine Warfare (ASW) in the vicinity. The USS Andrew Hull Foote and two other destroyers operated their passive sonar arrays—listening only—below the water’s surface.

      

      Commander Lyle Collins, aboard the Foote, had traversed the ship's passageways and upper decks since 6 a.m., encouraging his officers and enlisted men. He could sense their tension and wanted to communicate a voice of calm.

      The XO, Lieutenant Commander Mylan Helliwell did not give him any help. His dictatorial manner continued to alienate the sailors. During the past week, Collins had sat down twice with Helliwell, encouraging him to “tone it down.” But the XO seemed oblivious to the destructive effects his demeanor had on shipboard morale.

      

      Below the surface, Chinese Commander Zhou in his Type 093 submarine received a report from his sonar men that the three destroyers had joined the American amphibious ships above.

      To his Officer of the Deck, he ordered, “Lieutenant Shen, I want continuous real-time plots on the American destroyers’ course and speed.”

      “Yes, sir!” Shen responded.

      “Lieutenant Yu,” Zhou beckoned his Communications Officer.

      Yu scurried over.

      Zhou whispered, “I want you to use our Extremely Low-Frequency transmitter to send a flash message to Admiral Bai in Beijing. Inform him of the American destroyers’ arrival.”

      

      In Beijing, Chairman Chou Zhu Ho slammed his fist onto his redwood desk. Admiral Bai had just handed him Commander Zhou’s communiqué. “So the Americans want to press me, eh?” He murmured to Bai.

      “They think they can run roughshod with impunity in the Western Pacific! But not anymore!” Bai trumpeted. “We will face them head-on!”

      The chairman shuddered involuntarily at Bai’s comment but shook it off. Though a proud man, Chou Zhu Ho possessed shrewdness and intelligence. Despite his blustering, he feared the American fleet.

      

      The American submarine, USS Seahorse, followed in the churning wake of Commander Zhou’s submarine. Whenever the Chinese sub changed speed, turned, dived, or ascended, the Seahorse would match it, maneuver for maneuver, keeping the Chinese oblivious to its presence.

      Two other American subs did the same with the other two Chinese subs tracking Amphibious Squadron (PHIBRON) 15. If the American subs remained unexposed, they would have the Chinese at their mercy should the Type 093s decide to open their torpedo doors.

      

      Onboard the Inchon, Marine Colonel Lance Halbright continued to lead his Marine Expeditionary Unit in training for the possible landing of Marines on Taiwan. His Marines chafed at their “in limbo” status. Would they land in Taiwan, or not? Washington seemed only to waver and waffle.

      Halbright's F-35B pilots had trained for the past few days in anti-ship, air-to-surface combat—not the traditional role for Marine aviators. But given the possibility of combat at sea, the jets might have to defend the ships.

      The red-shirted naval aviation ordinancemen and their Marine Corps counterparts mounted anti-ship missiles onto at least two hard-points whenever an F-35B prepared to fly.

      The Marine pilots would much prefer training in their intended role of “close air support” (CAS)—backing the Marines landing on the beach—rather than defending ships at sea. But the squadron of sailors and Marines would have to make it to the shoreline first.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 83

          

          
            Jackson Hole Valley

          

          A tipping point in history

        

      

    

    
      The mountain views in Wyoming along the highway to Jackson Hole Valley took Allen’s breath away. Despite his longing for his family and his terror as a “hunted man,” joy flooded his heart. He had eluded his enemies so far. And his blog, despite the elites’ efforts to crush it, now reached millions.

      He started belting out a gospel tune.

      As the angel Carioch soared above the white pickup, he could hear Allen singing. His charge below had achieved much and survived. Yet he also sensed Allen would face far greater trials on the journey ahead.

      

      As Allen entered the town of Jackson, Carioch dove down and slipped into the back seat of the pickup. He had noted a flock of dark messengers floating in a circle above the town. Every few minutes, one or two of the creatures would swoop down and disappear among the buildings. Others flew upward, returning to the circle. Carioch surmised that these local demons “dropped in” on individuals whenever an opportunity arose—fomenting acts of mischief among the populace.

      

      Allen stopped at a gas station. As he fueled his tank, he stretched and took in a view of the surrounding mountains. The winter winds whipped around him, but he felt warm inside his coat.

      Looking at his paper map, he figured he could make it to Harlan’s house in about an hour. Since he had set no arrival time, he decided to check out downtown Jackson. He found a parking spot on a side street. Stepping out, he marveled at the western themes accenting the shops and boutiques.

      Gazing across the street at a local coffee shop, he crossed and went inside. A myriad of elk antlers framed its entrance. Ordering a cappuccino, he found a table and sat down. He watched the pedestrians pass by the window.

      The previous night at a motel in Colorado, Allen had researched the town of Jackson. He had learned of its high income level, and of how billionaires flocked to the place. Some residents fancied themselves as actors in a drama of the “old west,” surrounded by the “raw,” unspoiled wilderness—all the while domiciled in luxury chalets nestled among the ski slopes.

      As two “cowhands” strutted into the coffee shop, Allen recalled what he had read. The pair outfitted themselves in snakeskin cowboy boots, leather-stitched wide-brim hats, designer leather jackets, and what looked like top-of-the-line blue jeans.

      “These two sure play the part,” he chuckled.

      Carioch observed the two men, as well. With discretion, he had managed to enter the cafe and hide himself in a shadowed corner. He noted two slinking spirits passing in and out of the two characters’ bodies. He doubted they would raise much of a stink at his presence, but kept himself invisible nonetheless.

      After enjoying his coffee, Allen exited the coffee shop and strolled around the town for a while before returning to his pickup.

      He drove northward for ten miles, and then eastward as the altitude rose. Turning onto a narrow roadway, he motored his vehicle up a series of wooded inclines, connected by innumerable switchbacks. After several miles, he approached a chained entranceway on his right, marking the beginning of a dirt road. A blaze orange “No Trespassing” sign on a tree nearby matched the description given to him by Wally O’Brian.

      Two chains, attached in the middle of the dirt entrance by a combination padlock, blocked the way. Parking his pickup, he set its break and stepped out. He looked and listened for other vehicles—no sound other than the breeze among the pine trees. Gray clouds loomed overhead and the cold air bit into his face.

      Carioch also listened and looked. He saw no servants of the enemy but he sensed their presence not far off.

      Allen felt a dread take hold of him that mingled with the frigid air. The thought of a grizzly bear springing from behind the rock on the other side of the road entered his mind as he walked toward the chain.

      Carioch—sensing Allen’s apprehension—raised his golden wings and shrouded him, like an umbrella against a snowstorm.

      Despite the padlock nearly freezing his fingers, Allen felt a curious warmth now enfolding him. “Let’s see what the instructions say: 28…39…17.” He found it hard to line up the numbers on the rusted lock. But after three tries, it clicked open. The two chains separated.

      Jumping back into the truck, he entered the dirt road a few feet and stepped out again to refasten the lock and chains. With his “grizzly bear fear” still lingering, Allen leaped back inside the vehicle and slammed the door.

      As he eased the pickup down the slope, it slid at several places on gravel and dirt, unnerving him. At the bottom, he switched the control dial on the dashboard to four-wheel-drive. This enabled him to drive to the top of the next rise with no further slippage.

      After miles of descending, ascending, and curving through the wooded slopes, he came to a gate and fence crossing his path. There, he saw an intercom. Stepping out and tapping the button on it, he spoke. “Hello. I’m here.”

      Static and shuffling emanated from the speaker until a voice crackled. “Did you come to fix the leak in my dishwasher?”

      Allen answered with a sentence he had committed to memory. “No, I came to repair the shingles on your roof.”

      An electric lock disengaged with a loud click. The metal door slid open on rollers toward the left. Allen jumped back into his pickup and drove through. The door shut behind him.

      The gravel and dirt on the pathway eventually transitioned into asphalt. A landscape of well-spaced trees and winter-browned grass soon replaced the wilderness. This place must look like a paradise in spring, he mused.

      He approached what looked like a Swiss chalet, surrounded by rock gardens.

      A gentleman with an iron jaw and an athletic build, wearing flannel and jeans, came out to greet him.  As Allen rolled down his window, the man exclaimed with a smile and a handshake, “Jackson Lincoln, I presume!”

      “Yes.” Allen responded, shaking his hand. He felt flustered at the man blasting out his pen name. “Should I call you ‘Admiral?’” Allen asked.

      “Oh no. Just ‘Harlan,’ unless you want me to lobby Congress for you.”

      “Not today!” Allen chuckled.

      “Turn around the corner into my garage and I’ll meet you inside,” Harlan instructed.

      Allen wheeled in his vehicle.

      Harlan followed the pickup inside, pressing a button to roll down the door behind them.

      “Let’s head to the living room,” Harlan directed as Allen stepped out. “My cook didn’t know what time you’d arrive. But he can make something fast.”

      Allen followed Harlan through a door into what looked like a cavern of a kitchen. They passed by copper pans hanging from the ceiling, a marble kitchen island, and a restaurant-style gas oven. Allen noted a “Navy-themed” decor inside the home with images of anchors, old sailing ships, and other nautical paraphernalia festooning the place.

      “How would you like steak and potatoes?” Harlan proposed.

      “That sounds fantastic. I haven’t eaten since breakfast,” Allen enthused.

      Harlan brought Allen into the living room, inviting him to sit on the sofa while they waited for dinner.

      As the two conversed, Harlan’s cook prepared their steak dinners. After a while, the cook brought in a dinner tray which he set on the coffee table with plates and utensils.

      After the cook departed, Harlan leaned toward Allen. “So. Wally sent you here, eh?”

      “Yes. He said you could tell me about people like Edgar Bundy Russell.“

      Harlan gazed out the window at the darkening woods on the southwestern horizon. A contrasting crimson sunset emblazoned the sky. “Do you have any idea how hot a fire someone like Russell could light beneath you?”

      “He’s tried already. But he’s failed.”

      “He’ll try again.”

      “Tell me about Mr. Russell.” Allen implored. “I’ve got millions of people reading my blog every week, and I think it could reach tens of millions more soon. If I can expose the bankers to that many people, we might build enough influence to win back our freedom.”

      “I admire your optimism.” Harlan chuckled. “But how do you expect one blog to do all that?”

      “We’ve reached a tipping point in history,” Allen asserted. “With the national debt going parabolic, and a possible nuclear war against China about to break out, the people want a way out of this madness.”

      “People like Russell operate on a very different plain,” Harlan murmured, as he continued to stare out the window.

      “How so?”

      “He communes with entities. Some call them ‘Ascended Masters’—beings of higher intelligence that enable people like Russell to rule.”

      “I knew it!” Allen exclaimed.

      “Anyway,” Harlan continued, “from these ‘guides,’ Russell receives orders.”

      “Let me stop you there,” Allen interrupted. “You know about all this, and I assume other people know this, too. Why don’t they resist Russell?”

      “Because we—because they—receive rewards for loyalty. And punishment for disloyalty. I used to commune with these ‘spirit guides’ in the past. But since I learned the truth of 9/11, I—well—let’s just say I haven’t spoken with them in a while. And, guess what? My business has declined accordingly. What a coincidence! I know they still wander around here. I can ‘feel’ them—especially at night. But I don’t ‘commune’ with them anymore.”

      “What do these ‘Ascended Masters’ tell the elites?” Allen asked as he scribbled notes onto a legal pad.

      “They put a big emphasis on reducing the population—by ninety percent, I believe.”

      Allen dropped his pen. “What! Did I hear you right?”

      “You did. And the elites use everything from climate change to birth control to bioweapon pandemics—and even outright war—to achieve this goal.”

      Allen shook his head and whistled.

      “They have this vision of creating a ‘New World Order,’ as you know, of course. But very few people know what they’ve modeled this ‘New World Order’ after.”

      “I’d sure like to know.”

      “I assume you know how the Bible speaks of a ‘Millennial Kingdom,’ with Christ reigning from Jerusalem, right?”

      “I do.”

      “The elites want to bring forth what you might call an ‘alternative’ Millennial Kingdom.’”

      “Really!”

      Harlan leaned forward on his sofa. “You Christians believe you will rule with Christ during the Millennium, don’t you?”

      “Yes, some do,” Allen concurred. “From what I read in Scripture, resurrected believers will rule over the people who live during the Millennium. And everyone will live under Christ’s rule from Jerusalem.”

      “So, in a sense,” Harlan pressed. “You could call the resurrected Christians reigning during the Millennium an ‘elite,’ per se, right?”

      “I guess you could say that. I’d never thought of it that way before.”

      “The ‘elites’ of today want to create their alternative Millennial Kingdom by wiping out ninety percent of humanity. They anticipate that the ten percent who remain—who they intend to enslave—will know nothing about Jesus Christ. They yearn for a ‘paradise on earth’ free from the laws of God and free from the people, like you, who follow God. They yearn to erase everything related to Him from the earth.”

      Allen sat in silent, flabbergasted shock for a long while.

      Finally, turning toward Harlan, he queried, “What about you, Harlan? You told me a moment ago you no longer commune with the Ascended Masters. Who do you commune with now?”

      “No one. I keep my own counsel. And don’t try to convert me to your cause. I still have a lot more thinking to do—especially after the death of my wife. And, after learning about the government’s instigation of 9/11, I don’t want to trust anybody these days.”

      “Then why help people like Wally and me?”

      “Revenge—to stick it to them for what they did on 9/11.”

      “But don’t you want to fight for something—rather than just against the villains?”

      “Not at the moment.”

      Allen decided not to press the matter.

      What Harlan had shared with him explained so much. “An ‘alternative’—and Christ-less—‘Millennial Kingdom.’

      “It makes so much sense!”

      

      Two years before Allen’s conversation in Harlan’s living room, a Network “signal intelligence” specialist had detected Harlan interacting with Wally O’Brian. Alarm bells went off then among the higher-ups. They decided to watch the retired Vice Admiral.

      But how?

      Electronic intelligence could provide only limited information—especially from a man as careful as Harlan. Wally had warned him to exercise caution in his communications.

      The solution came in the person of Harlan’s cook. Network cyber spooks who had monitored this man quickly came to the conclusion that he felt no love for his employer. The cook often complained at home to his girlfriend about Harlan. He despised his meager salary.

      So when a certain individual approached the cook a year ago offering him twenty-five hundred dollars a month, tax free, he snapped up the offer.

      But the year that followed proved fruitless for the Network. Every visitor to Harlan Cunningham either came from defense companies or from Congress. Whenever he listened in on their conversations, nothing of interest ever popped up. The Network people supervising the operation expressed their frustration to the cook, hinting they would soon cut off his stipend.

      But this evening, while eavesdropping on the Vice Admiral’s conversation with this character who had driven in from the back entrance, he thought he might have something. Taking notes, he listened near the threshold between the kitchen and the living room. What he heard thrilled him. Maybe his paymasters wouldn’t turn off the money faucet after all.

      

      Before Allen went to bed that night at Harlan Cunningham’s home, he booked an airline trip online. Using the name Ian Samuel Ogilvy, he reserved a flight from LAX in Los Angeles to Bangkok, Thailand.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 84

          

          
            Under the dappled shadows

          

          Calling Lek

        

      

    

    
      After a night’s sleep in the retired Vice Admiral’s chalet, Allen awoke at 6 a.m., took a shower, and shaved. He strolled downstairs into the living room, with its window views spanning three sides of the mountain property.

      “Morning!” Harlan called out from his sofa.

      “Good morning. I slept great upstairs,” Allen said.

      “I brewed a pot of coffee at the kitchenette here in the living room,” Harlan said. “You can rummage in the fridge beside it for milk. You’ll find sugar next to the coffee pot.”

      “I couldn’t ask for anything better on such a fine morning.” Allen chimed.

      “I gotta go out and split some logs for an hour—my morning workout. Feel free to relax here or take a walk outside.”

      While the Admiral chopped wood, Allen sipped coffee, read his Bible, and stared out the windows, enjoying the cozy indoor heating.

      He could hear—and smell—the cook preparing something wonderful for breakfast in the kitchen.

      After Harlan returned inside from his wood chopping, they dined together at the coffee table—a superb meal of scrambled eggs, sausage, and toast, with an array of fruits and hot gourmet coffee.

      “What a spread!” Allen exclaimed to the cook, who responded with a distracted nod.

      “Tell me your travel plans,” Harlan said, after the cook left the room.

      “I’ve thought about Thailand….”

      

      The cook listened at the threshold again, scrawling notes. “Thailand” sounded interesting. He also heard the words, “flying out of L.A.,” and something about “abolishing the IRS and the private Federal Reserve.”

      He still couldn’t detect the visitor’s name and thought about asking the man directly. But he worried Harlan might consider this strange. He had never conversed with visitors before.

      The cook then watched the two go outside. They apparently wanted to enjoy the sunny, but cold, morning outdoors.

      Gazing through the windows, he observed them strolling together around the house.

      Later, he noted Harlan returning inside and heading to his study.

      The stranger, still outside, sauntered toward a wooded pathway.

      

      Allen had enjoyed the tour around the house. When Harlan went back inside, he decided to walk in the sunshine under the dappled shadows of the trees.

      While viewing a range of foothills to the southeast, he pulled out his cell phone and pulled up the number of “Lek,” the owner of the Pad Thai Garden restaurant in Petersburg.

      “Yes, may I help you?” Lek answered.

      “You might remember me—Allen—the American who spoke Thai with you at your restaurant recently.”

      “Yes. I remember. Good to hear from you.”

      “I want to ask you a favor. I plan to travel to Thailand soon.”

      “Oh, wow, great!”

      “And, I thought I’d like to connect with your family.”

      “Wonderful!” Lek exclaimed. “I can give you their contact information. Why do you want to go to Thailand now?”

      “I have ‘business’ there. I might stay in Thailand for a few weeks. Do you think your family could find me a place to stay? I want to avoid hotels if possible.”

      “They have a furnished condo they plan to rent to tourists. It still needs more renovation, but they might let you stay there.”

      “That could work,” Allen said.

      “I’ll call them, and text you their answer.”

      “Thanks! Tell them I’ll arrive in a few days.”

      “I will. Goodbye.”

      

      As Allen supped that evening with Harlan, the cook listened in but heard nothing more of significance.

      

      “So far, so good on shortwave with our man,” Caleb Daugherty remarked to Sheriff Tinsley in his locked office in Petersburg, Virginia.

      “Glad to hear that. Let’s hope he stays alive and out of sight—and keeps posting his blogs.”

      “Yes,” Caleb agreed.

      Since the day of the abduction attempt at Ralph's Burgers, Caleb’s friendship with the Sheriff had fused into a strong bond.  While he had known Tinsley for years, the incident had forged their acquaintance into a camaraderie.

      Both of similar ages and backgrounds, they had lots to talk about. They also felt a connection kindled by the dark forces pressing down upon their town.

      It seemed natural for Caleb to start using a little desk at the police station as his “workspace” away from home.

      The Sheriff enjoyed the arrangement. Plus, it made the deputies’ job of protecting Caleb much easier.

      “How do you feel about our deputies’ protection of you and Jessica?” the Sheriff asked. “Do you want us to keep up the rotation visiting your places?”

      “I’d still like the protection, but I do get the sense our enemies have ‘moved on.’ After Allen’s interview with Wally O’Brian, I bet they figured he’s left Petersburg.”

      “Yes. I do feel something has ‘lifted’ from our town,” Sheriff Tinsley concurred. “But I’ll still keep our deputies covering you two for a while.”

      “That’ll give us peace of mind,” Caleb said.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 85

          

          
            The chill of the morning air

          

          “You’ll receive a package.”

        

      

    

    
      In the next town on his drive east, Stephen Hood abandoned his rental car at a strip mall. Walking a quarter mile to get his second rent-a-car for the day, he presented a license and credit card matching a new identity.

      With this second vehicle, he drove all evening and through the night toward his “favorite hiking trail” along the Blue Ridge Parkway in North Carolina. He stopped for only a short nap at a truck stop.

      Arriving at the trailhead around seven the next morning, he parked in an empty lot. He got out and trudged toward a pathway as he breathed in the chill of the morning air. Hearing only the sound of his boots trudging over leaves, he walked a half mile into the woods. At a certain point, he turned off the path.

      Struggling through holly trees, he scratched his face and hands before coming upon a patch of frozen moss. With his pocket knife, he dug through the turf until his blade halted against the edge of a wooden board. Using gloved fingers, he scraped away soil, revealing the outline of a wooden hatch about two feet across. He pulled it open as bits of frosted earth and moss tumbled to the bottom of a small depression. Reaching down, he lifted up an army-style camouflaged backpack. He unzipped it and rummaged inside, pulling out a bundle wrapped in plastic.

      “This’ll do fine,” he said.

      

      Over the years, since his return from Afghanistan, Stephen Hood had taken up the hobby of hiking mountain trails near highways. “To blow off steam,” he would tell his supervisors whenever they asked. They monitored his every movement.

      He liked to visit this trail in North Carolina every few months—always on a weekday, with few backpackers around. Making sure no one observed him, he would push his way into the holly grove. There, under the trap door, he would stash a new wad of cash—money he claimed he had “spent on luxuries” like expensive wine and cuisine. In reality, he usually ordered the cheapest items on the menu, saving the difference. After many such visits to the wooded trail, he had accumulated more than $60,000. For a rainy day, he would tell himself. You never know what might happen.

      

      Walking back to the parking lot, he started up his rental car and drove along the Blue Ridge Parkway to a local diner for breakfast.

      He still had three working phones on him after hiding the one yesterday in the SUV’s wheel well. He also kept forged IDs, credit cards, licenses, and passports.

      He knew how to disappear.

      

      Stephen Hood called Deputy Johnny Ferrell in Petersburg. “Ferrell, Hood here,” he said. “I’ll use this phone number for now.”

      “Okay,” Ferrell responded. “What do you need?”

      He had rehearsed beforehand what he would say. He knew he risked exposure to the Network by calling Ferrell, but without him, the plan he had hatched would not work.

      “Some changes to our procedures,” Hood stated. “To tighten security, you’ll need to maintain secrecy regarding any relationship with me. Even if members of my organization contact you, you will say that you have not heard from me in a while. Telling anyone that I communicate with you will jeopardize your position. You could end up removed from our payroll.”

      That got Ferrell’s attention. “Of course not, sir. I haven’t heard from you in a long time. Why the changes?” he asked.

      “We call it ‘compartmentalization.’ We’ve altered security with our case to a ‘need to know only’ basis. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir,” Ferrell replied in lapdog fashion.

      “We still have not located ‘our man.’ Have you heard anything on your end?” Hood asked.

      “Caleb Daugherty and Sheriff Tinsley meet together and talk a lot. But when they shut the office door, I can’t hear much.”

      “I can do something about that. I won’t talk about it over the phone, but in a couple of days, you will receive a package.”

      “A bug, eh?”

      “I said, we won’t talk about this over the phone!” Hood snapped. He had never considered Ferrell very bright.

      “Yes, sir,” Ferrell responded, stung by Hood’s tone.

      

      After the call, Hood phoned a compatriot from his days in the Middle East and asked him to express-mail a bugging device to the deputy. Hood told him to keep their conversation quiet and that he would send money for it right away. After the call, Hood express-mailed the man eight hundred dollars in cash.

      

      Two days later Johnny Ferrell received the package. Inside, he found an electronic device with instructions on set-up. He read how he could position the bugging device in a location difficult to detect.

      The next day, while Sheriff Tinsley walked to the restroom, Ferrell slipped into his office without anyone noticing. With bug in hand, he hunched down beside the sheriff’s desk and pulled out a drawer. He affixed the device to the drawer’s underside before shutting it. Staying low on the floor, he shuffled out of the room. In the hallway outside, he “dropped” his pen. Pretending to retrieve it, he stood up as the Sheriff returned. Tinsley walked by Ferrell, ignoring him, and returned to his office.

      From the instructions, Ferrell knew that only Hood would listen in on the Sheriff. Ferrell would remain out of the loop. “Not on the ‘need-to-know’ list,” he mumbled to himself with scorn.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 86

          

          
            From the stygian blackness

          

          “Tell us who you escort!”

        

      

    

    
      At 11 p.m. that night, Allen Grady backed his pickup out of the garage of Vice Admiral Harlan Cunningham’s mountain chalet. Keeping his engine running, he stepped out.

      Harlan trudged toward him from the garage, lugging a mid-sized cooler. “You’ll find a lot of food in here for your trip to L.A.”

      “Exactly what I’ll need,” Allen said as he opened the passenger door for Harlan to place it inside. “I can’t thank you enough for letting me stay with you. You gave me so much to think about.”

      “I believe in what you do,” Harlan said, “and I want you to keep churning out those blogs.” Pulling a backpack from his shoulder, he opened it and reached inside. “I’ve brought you these.” He handed Allen a pair of night vision goggles. “I got them last year from a defense contractor. I’d prefer you drive in the dark for a while.”

      Allen took the goggles and looked them over.

      “You don’t want to wear them here with all the lighting around the house—too much glare,” Harlan advised. “Take them to that patch of woods. Face the trees before you put them on. That’ll give you a feel.”

      As Allen sauntered toward the forest, Harlan stepped inside his garage and flipped a switch. The lights lining his two-hundred-yard brick driveway went dark.

      Allen approached the forest line and strapped on the goggles. Calling back to Harlan, he yelled, “I can see great! Just like daylight—except everything looks green!”

      

      As the two of them met back at the idling pickup, Harlan instructed, “Keep your headlights off for several miles after leaving my property. Hopefully, you won’t encounter any vehicles this time of night.”

      Allen shivered in the Wyoming air as he stepped into the pickup and shut the door. Rolling down his window, he reached out for Harlan’s hand. “I hope you’ll consider what I said about fighting for something good. I know you can’t trust many people these days. But you can trust Jesus.”

      “I’ll think about it,” Harlan smiled.

      Allen hoped to meet him again someday. Placing the goggles over his eyes, he switched off his headlights, rolled up the window, and proceeded down the darkened driveway.

      

      As Allen approached the front gate, Carioch the angel glided above his vehicle.

      The presence of evil seemed to saturate the air. From the stygian blackness on the other side of the tree-lined mountain road, two luminous green eyes flashed open. A voice, like the sound of claws scratching over metal, spoke, “What brings you this way, cursed messenger? We monitor the owner of this property, Harlan Cunningham. Who do you escort?”

      Carioch floated in silence, offering no reply.

      Allen rolled down his window. He reached out and pressed a button to open the electric gate. Dark terror seemed to scrape across his soul. I’ve gotta get out of here!

      Five more pairs of green eyes appeared among the trees across the road.

      Carioch swept behind the pickup as Allen steered hard right out of the driveway. Shoving the vehicle forward, Carioch boosted its acceleration down a pitch-black hill.

      The gate locked shut behind them as the six demons arose and followed. “Tell us who you escort!” one challenged. “Why no headlights?” another screeched.

      Carioch pivoted toward the creatures while keeping pace with the speeding pickup. “Keep your distance!” he threatened as he unsheathed his blade.

      “Curse you!” several screamed back.

      After a few miles, the demons peeled off, unwilling to engage in swordplay. “We will learn of the driver’s identity!” one shrieked as they flapped and fluttered away—flying toward Harlan’s chalet.

      When Allen reached the foothills, he switched on his headlights. He drove for hours through the night until he noticed an all-night truck stop ahead. Exiting, he parked, turned off his engine, and slept in the pickup cab until noon.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 87

          

          
            “Call in now!”

          

          “You will not take me!”

        

      

    

    
      While Allen slept, the six demons conferred in a pine grove near Harlan’s chalet.

      “We knew nothing of the stranger’s visit until he drove out the gate,” one bemoaned.

      Another howled, “We should have guarded the estate’s rear entrance!”

      “Let us seek after the Vice Admiral’s cook!” a third creature hissed. The six knew of this man’s arrangement with the Network.

      When the cook arrived that morning and learned of the visitor’s late-night departure, he cursed his own stupidity.

      “Why did I not report him in earlier!” he exclaimed under his breath as he prepared breakfast for Harlan. He knew his delay would anger his paymasters. Fear paralyzed any decisive action.

      As the six creatures listened in on the whispered expletives in the kitchen, they surmised the cook had indeed gathered information about the departed visitor.

      “Call in now!” one of the creatures exclaimed into his mind.

      “Report this visitant!” another ordered.

      The demons’ interjections eventually overrode the cook’s frightened reluctance to call.

      Phoning his Network contact, he shared what he knew as he thumbed through his scribbled notes. He also described the visitor’s appearance.

      The contact, after castigating the cook for his delay, passed the information to his superior.

      This senior operative, as he read and re-read the report several times, eventually arrived at a shocking conclusion. In all likelihood, the blogger called ‘Jackson Lincoln’ had visited the home of Harlan Cunningham. And, less than one day ago, he had departed in a white pickup truck en route to Los Angeles International Airport—with plans to fly to Thailand!

      Within minutes, a cluster of Network operatives based in Los Angeles received orders to converge on LAX with all speed.

      

      Allen showered and shaved in a rented stall at the truck stop. Feeling refreshed, he toweled off, dressed, bought a coffee, and returned to his pickup. After filling his tank, he drove all that afternoon and evening, snacking on fare from Harlan’s cooler.

      

      While Carioch winged above Allen’s speeding pickup truck, he could not shake from his mind his encounter the night before with the six devils. So as the sun set, he decided to leave Allen unguarded for a while.

      He rocketed toward Los Angeles where he planned to survey LAX airport before Allen’s arrival.

      His high-speed, high altitude flight attracted the scrutiny of a band of demons buzzing like flies above a remote patch of desert land. They ascended rapidly, racing after Carioch in hot pursuit.

      Angels further to the south—over Las Vegas—noticed a silver streak approaching from the northern twilight with a flock of evil spirits pursuing. “Let us join him and ask what aid we may offer,” one angel voiced.

      Like heat-seeking missiles, they converged with Carioch over the city. “How can we help you?” one angel called to Carioch.

      “I guard Jackson Lincoln!” Carioch cried back. “I fear the Enemy has prepared designs against him in Los Angeles. So I fly to reconnoiter. Please! Fight off these pursuers. I must continue unhindered.”

      The angels wheeled toward the onrushing demons with swords drawn.

      With their quarry now denied to them, the demons decided to break off the chase.

      

      Within an hour, Carioch descended into LAX, veiling his brightness.

      Flitting discreetly among the airport’s innumerable crevices and crannies, he noticed several thuggish-looking individuals prowling around the passenger check-in area—each accompanied by a demon of similar deportment. No ordinary hoodlums.

      Positioning himself in the concrete rafters above one such human-devil duo, he noted the man placing a walkie-talkie to his lips.

      “Roger. All positioned,” the thug spoke, “We’ll nab him when he arrives. That should land us a nice bonus.”

      All the confirmation he needed.

      Flying close to the ground this time to avoid curious onlookers, Carioch located the angels hovering over Las Vegas. Winging upwards, he called to them, “Friends, I need your help again.”

      “How so?” one asked.

      “My charge will soon pass by here on I-15 toward Los Angeles. An ambush awaits him at the airport. I need you to fly with me. We must plow a safe pathway for Jackson Lincoln.”

      The warriors, stern in countenance, agreed.

      “Let us keep out of sight along the way,” Carioch cautioned.

      

      By late morning, the angels had entered the LAX passenger check-in area unobserved, inserting themselves behind counters and display screens. The angels pulsated with power as they noted the skulking cohort of demons and Network thugs meandering about. Carioch’s sword blade glowed. He could sense many saints praying for Allen.

      

      Several hours prior to the angels’ positioning, Allen had stopped at a motel near St. George, Utah.

      The following morning, he continued his drive southward.

      At noon, an hour from LAX, he pulled into a gas station and parked. Zipping his truck key into a magnetic pouch, he stuck it under the pickup’s front right fender.

      By prior arrangement, Wally’s people planned to retrieve the truck.

      Hailing a taxi, Allen rode his final leg to LAX.

      Upon arrival, he stopped into the first restroom he could find. There, he donned a pair of sunglasses and turned up his collar.

      Despite his feeble attempt at disguise, one of the thugs spotted Allen as he walked toward the check-in counter. He fit the description of “Jackson Lincoln“ that Harlan’s cook had given.

      The operative called on his walkie-talkie for the others to converge.

      Carioch, now no longer caring about concealment, cried to his angelic companions, “Fight now for Jackson Lincoln!”

      The demonic escorts beheld angels rushing upon them from all sides. Screeching in terrified rage at this surprise attack, they unsheathed their scimitars.

      Nine operatives approached Allen from multiple directions. Their leader planned to jab a pistol into his mid-section and escort him outside to a waiting SUV.

      Carioch rushed with fury upon the thugs and their devilish companions, roaring, “Get back, you servants of the Dark One!” His angelic compadres surged forth with blades slashing.

      Allen felt rage surge inside as he observed the nine hoodlums closing in. Pent-up emotions exploded.  “You will not take me!” he thundered. His voice amplified across the terminal. The sound, like a physical force, halted the encroachers in their tracks. So accustomed to victims cowering in silence, Allen’s deafening outburst shocked them.

      The angels slashed into the thick of the demons, who, in their unpreparedness, offered little resistance. After a short, sharp clash of blades, the dark spirits scattered like leaves in a hurricane.

      Allen felt embarrassed as hundreds of eyeballs bore down on him. How had such volume flowed from his lungs? Airport security guards zoomed toward him on their Segways.

      As the operatives observed the vehicles rolling in, two dashed toward the blogger, hoping to drag him outside to the SUV. As they closed in on Allen, Carioch soared down from the airport’s glass ceiling and sliced into their outstretched arms.

      One of the Segway-mounted guards—unable to anticipate the two thugs’ movements—plowed into them, knocking both to the floor. The Segway remained upright, its internal gyroscope true to form.

      Within seconds, the other Segway drivers rushed in and surrounded Allen—perplexed to see two men sprawled on the floor.

      The other seven operatives backed away as more Segways whirred in.

      The two ruffians on the floor pulled themselves up and slunk away.

      Security workers escorted Allen into their office to question him about his elocution.

      He spent the next thirty minutes relating how “men out there tried to abduct me.” In the end, he prevailed upon three guards to escort him to check-in where he made use of his “Ian Samuel Ogilvy” identification. From there, he proceeded to his departure gate.

      With Allen’s plane booked solid, the operatives, try as they might, found no way of purchasing a last-minute seat onboard.

      Carioch breathed a sigh of relief as he and Allen lifted off toward the layover in Seoul, Korea. He nodded a grateful farewell to the Las Vegas angels flying outside the aircraft’s window as it climbed into the sky.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 88

          

          
            Returning to Our American Heritage

          

          Allen’s Blog

        

      

    

    
      Fear threatened to consume Allen as his plane departed from the west coast of the United States. Would his pursuers track him to Seoul? To Bangkok?

      Yet recounting his outburst against the hoodlums at LAX, his terror soon transformed into a cauldron of indignation.

      While the airliner circumnavigated the globe, ink flowed from Allen’s pen. He slashed at his enemies—wielding his quill like a rapier as he composed his next blog….

      
        
        Fighting the Globalist Elite By

        Returning to Our American Heritage

      

      

      I write to you having tasted the evil of the ruling elite. They sent thugs to kidnap me at an airport today, but “by God’s grease,” I slipped out of their grasp. The elite hate what I do because I reveal what they do—the Devil’s bidding to steal, kill, and destroy.

      (1) They steal trillions with inflation.

      (2) They kill by fomenting endless wars.

      (3) And, they destroy by stealing people’s dreams.

      Today, I will write about number three.

      

      Between 1833 to 1913, America produced one world-changing invention every year and a half.

      During this period, in the 1860s, Andrew Carnegie envisioned constructing a mile-long bridge across the Mississippi River—an impossible engineering feat at the time.

      Yet Carnegie, with focused mind, soon learned of a technique for making steel inexpensively. Against impossible odds, Carnegie built his bridge.

      Carnegie once stated, “Any idea that’s held in the mind, that’s emphasized—that’s either feared or revered—begins at once to clothe itself in the most convenient and appropriate form available.”

      So many Americans these days see their dreams shattered because “outside forces” prevent them from keeping their dreams “held in the mind” long enough for fruition. They fail because of distractions.

      Of course, some do struggle with internal distractions, but many… oh, so many… must endure time-destroying, energy-sapping burdens placed intentionally upon them by the “outside forces” of America’s ruling “elite.”

      Small business dreamers today face the monumental distractions of the IRS and Fed-generated inflation. Andrew Carnegie never faced such oppression in his day.

      Scripture states in Proverbs 14:23, “In all labour there is profit: but the talk of the lips tendeth only to penury.”

      Andrew Carnegie labored on that bridge because of a thought “held in his mind.” This thought led to focused action. This focused action led to his dream fulfilled and profit gained!

      Proverbs 14:24, reads, “The crown of the wise is their riches: but the foolishness of fools is folly.”

      Carnegie in the 1860s enjoyed the freedom to focus his “wisdom” on the wondrous goal of the bridge. Thus he gained the “crown” of “riches.”

      

      America of the 1860s gave Andrew Carnegie an entrepreneurial environment of incredible freedom—freedom from the distracting chains laid upon us since 1913 by our dictatorial “elite.”

      While a small percentage of dreamer-entrepreneurs today do “make it” to financial freedom, they so often succeed only on the fringes of the business world—at the behest of titanic corporations and government. They swim as lowly “pilot fish,” feeding off the scraps thrown to them by the Establishment-owned, monopoly-protected “great white shark” corporations.

      Rather than creating whole new industries from scratch like the American inventors between 1833 and 1913, most entrepreneurs today create mere “minnow companies” that live off the overspill of the “too big to fail” incumbent giants.

      Some technology giants have formed in recent years despite such headwinds. But these “tech-giant winners” quickly get subsumed into the corporatocracy—stifling all up-and-coming competitors.

      How did Wilbur and Orville Wright fulfill their dream of manned flight in 1903? Not by having their investment capital siphoned away by taxes or inflation. Not by having their time wasted and their focus diverted by strangulating regulators and tax assessors.

      Independent dreamers like the Wrights created marvelous inventions and industries because they could keep their dream “held in the mind”long enough to succeed—without the horrific distractions of today.

      

      After 1913, Americans did continued to innovate, of course—yet at a severely reduced pace. No more earth-altering inventions every year and a half!

      Today, anyone trying to replicate the Wright Brothers must cut through mountains of paperwork—including especially the income tax—before launching a business off the ground.

      The vast majority of our patent applications today come from employees working under giant corporations. While people still invent today, we see precious few earth-altering innovations by independent individuals like the Wright brothers.

      Why? Because our power-lusting, corporatist American oligarchy smothers up-and-comers under piles of IRS and Fed-generated distractions!

      

      Could we not envision a return to the glorious freedom of our dream-inspired forefathers—our forefathers who transformed the world between 1833 and 1913?

      Could we not eliminate the Federal Reserve and the Income Tax with the ratification of Constitutional Amendments?

      We would thrive—undistracted again—without them.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 89

          

          
            “Bingo!”

          

          A cold knife of fear

        

      

    

    
      Near the border of Virginia, along a North Carolina state road, Stephen Hood sat in a hotel room. With his laptop, he listened in on a conversation between Sheriff Tinsley and Caleb Daugherty. The bug, placed in Tinsley’s drawer by Deputy Ferrell, gave him clear audio.

      He heard Caleb say, “Our man plans to land in Seoul, Korea, tomorrow for his layover. After that, he’ll head to Bangkok, Thailand.”

      “Bingo!” Hood exclaimed. He began booking a flight to Bangkok on his laptop.

      “Where will he stay?” Tinsley asked Caleb.

      “With some relatives of a Thai guy named Lek. He owns the Pad Thai Garden restaurant here in town.”

      Looks like I’ll have to pay a visit to this ‘Lek,’ Stephen thought.

      The phone conversation ended.

      From North Carolina, Hood drove to Petersburg. By late afternoon, he arrived at Lek’s restaurant.

      

      Liwanu, Prince of North America, had heard about Stephen Hood’s falling out with the Network. Knowing their intention to “retire” him permanently, he assigned a demon called “Bledmoth” to trail him.

      So when Hood entered the Pad Thai Garden restaurant, Bledmoth slinked in with him.

      A waitress seated Hood and gave him a menu.

      Looking across the dining area, he noticed an Asian man exit the kitchen and walk toward the cash register. He got up and sauntered over. “Excuse me,” he said.

      “Yes?” The man responded with a smile. “May I help you?”

      “I’d like to speak to the owner of this place.”

      “I own this restaurant. Did my waitress forget anything?”

      “No… no problem with her. I want to talk with you about a customer who’s eaten here before.” Hood reached into his pocket and drew out a wallet. Opening it, he flashed an FBI ID and badge. “Bryan Olson, FBI,” he declared.

      “Oh, FBI.” The man blanched.

      “No need for alarm, Mr…?”

      “Lek… you can call me Lek,” he answered.

      “Mr… um… ‘Lek,’ I only want to ask you a few questions. We got word that this man will visit relatives of yours in Thailand. Do you know anything about this?”

      “I… I do,” Lek answered, feeling unnerved. His palms began to sweat. “But how did you know?”

      “We have our ways. We believe this man has distributed a large amount of fentanyl in the Petersburg area.”

      Lek’s mouth gaped open in shock but he said nothing.

      “Mr. Lek, I need the address and phone number of your relatives in Thailand.”

      The demon Bledmoth bristled with glee. Hood might have done something right this time, he snickered.

      Lek’s face contorted. Sweat formed on his forehead.

      “The address and phone number,” Hood repeated.

      Lek gave him the information.

      “And one more thing,”  Hood added. “I want his name.”

      “I know his first name only—Allen,” Lek responded.

      Hood sensed he spoke the truth. “Keep this conversation to yourself,” he ordered. “If you share this with anyone, we could consider you an accomplice.”

      Lek withered under the threat as “Bryan Olson, FBI,” walked out the door.

      Hood would fly to Bangkok tomorrow, and Bledmoth would fly with him.

      

      More than a dozen operatives flew in a private jet over the North Pacific. They had received top priority, bumping out others scheduled for a Network mission in Central Asia. According to their flight itinerary, they would arrive in Bangkok an hour before Allen Grady. As they sat around a work table inside the airplane, they formulated plans.

      

      Allen made final touches to his blog while he waited at the departure gate in Seoul, Korea. Satisfied with what he wrote, he called Caleb on shortwave and dictated it to him. Caleb read it back to ensure accuracy.

      Carioch, the angel, stood beside him. He nudged Allen’s side with the flat of his sword.

      Allen looked toward a restaurant across the walkway from his terminal. I’d sure like to try some kimchee here in Korea, he thought. He stood up and walked over to a Korean buffet place. Filling his plate and paying, he found an empty table. I wouldn’t mind staying here for a while, he thought.

      The boarding call sounded for Allen’s flight to Bangkok.

      As he downed his kimchee and noodles, he heard the intercom call to his alias name. “Final boarding call for ‘Mr. Ian Ogilvy’ to Bangkok, Thailand. Please proceed to your departure gate immediately.”

      Minutes later, the plane taxied away.

      “Whoops. Looks like I missed my flight,” Allen chuckled.

      Carioch whispered beside him. “Well done, Allen.”

      For the next hour, Allen perused airport gift shops and bookstores. He had brought only a carry-on bag, so no luggage went onto the plane he had missed.

      Finding his way to the airline’s kiosk, he reported his missed flight. “Do you have any other planes going to Bangkok soon?” He asked.

      “We won’t have any others flying out until tomorrow,” the lady at the kiosk answered.

      “No problem.” Allen smiled. He would sleep at the airport that night.

      

      Stephen Hood’s flight itinerary would take him through Taipei, Taiwan, en route to Bangkok. He thought of how the world’s attention now focused on the island nation. The waters around it teemed with ships from China and the United States. I hope they don’t shoot off any missiles with me in town, he thought.

      He considered what had happened the last few days. On the one hand, he felt a great yearning to return to the Network’s fold, to its security, to its kinship—to its paycheck. The Network had given him everything—including his identity.

      Yet a cold knife of fear pressed against his heart. Would they “retire” him—even if he did catch this Jackson Lincoln? He had disobeyed a direct order to return to the compound in West Virginia—a fatal infraction. But, he asked himself, if I do find the blogger, will they restore me?

      Images now pressed upon his mind—memories akin to what he had experienced at the junkyard in Arkansas. The vision came to him of a young mother bustling about in her kitchen. She made dinner and filled his plate. Such a kind expression.

      “Mom?” He spoke audibly in his airplane seat. Some passengers stared at him.

      The demon Bledmoth scowled and spoke into his mind, “What’s gotten into you, Hood!”

      I’ve got to stay focused, Hood thought. But focused on what? Even if I do nab this blogger, what will it mean for me?

      

      In Petersburg, Virginia, Caleb Daugherty brought Allen’s blog post to Jessica. She uploaded it to the web. Comments came in thick and fast. After reading of the near-abduction at the airport, many lifted up prayers for God’s protection of Jackson Lincoln.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 90

          

          
            The fire of ambition burned in his heart

          

          First Century, Smyrna

        

      

    

    
      Order the book for a friend: https://soaw.mysamcart.com/checkout/source-of-all-wealth-novel-ebook

      

      As Asher leaned his elbows upon the prow of the Twin Sisters, he watched two seagulls fight over a fish on the pier. A week ago, the vessel had moored in the Roman port city of Smyrna on the western coastline of Asia Minor. Since his visit to the city of Tarsus months ago, Asher had accumulated bags of silver from his trade along the Grecian coastlines.

      The fire of ambition burned in his heart. My riches could exceed Gideon’s in a few years, he thought. Thirst for precious metal enraptured him. Oh Jerusalem, he thought, how I long to sail ever westward, ever farther away from you.

      The irony did not escape him. As I grow in riches, my zeal for the religion of my fathers seems to falter. Or, maybe I should say, as my religion falters, my wealth grows.

      Nevertheless, Asher continued to send a ten percent tithe to his father, Levi. In Smyrna, he had hired a trusted courier to carry bags of coins to Jerusalem. He knew his father would cast the offering into the Temple treasury. He also continued to give another ten percent to the poor. He would hand the money to whichever local synagogue he visited along the rim of the Mediterranean Sea, asking them to distribute the funds to their poorest members. The Book of Tobit’s admonition to give alms still moved him.

      Yet his equating of riches with righteousness had begun to slowly melt away. Osroes of Parthia and Gideon of Tarsus had spoken of the great banking houses—apparently run by evil men—whose riches far exceeded his.

      While such a realization may have shattered him before, his merchant victories of late had kindled an internal ecstasy that drowned out any such discomforts. He had begun to “set the matter aside” while money rolled in.

      

      The captain of the Twin Sisters approached him. “Master Asher,” he asked. “Do you wish to sail again before winter?”

      “No need, Captain. Let’s winter here. I like this city.”

      

      The following spring, as the Twin Sisters left the port of Smyrna for more trade, Asher remained. He would work in a merchant office he had constructed during the winter.

      A week after the ship departed, Asher received a letter from his father, Levi. The first few lines addressed business concerns.

      Levi then transitioned into news from Jerusalem—including word about the prophet of Galilee. “The Great Sanhedrin arrested Jesus,” Levi wrote. “They stirred the crowds into a frenzy—crying out for his blood. Pilate, the governor, after cross-examining him, proclaimed, ‘I am innocent of the blood of this just person.’

      “The Sanhedrin’s answer to Pilate made me shudder, Levi continued. ‘His blood be on us, and on our children,’ they said. I thought them fools for calling down this curse upon our people. Will Israel now suffer for this travesty—this injustice—against an innocent man?”

      Levi went on to describe how Jesus carried his cross to a hill called the Place of the Skull. There, the Roman soldiers crucified him. He recounted how many now claimed that after three days in a tomb, Jesus had risen from the dead.

      “Has my whole nation gone mad!” Asher exclaimed. His words startled a clerk sitting nearby him in his merchant office. This Jesus stirs up people even in his death! They claim he lives again!

      

      Months later, a merchant vessel arrived carrying a letter from Gideon of Tarsus. Gideon told Asher of how his son in Jerusalem had approved of the crucifixion of Jesus. He also spoke of how the prophet’s disciples had disappeared following his death. But forty days later, during the Feast of Pentecost in Jerusalem, they reappeared with a vengeance. Thousands now followed them. Exasperated leaders of the Sanhedrin commissioned enforcers to stamp out the new movement—called the Way by some. Gideon’s son had left his studies under Rabbi Gamaliel to help. He redirected his zeal for scholarship into action—arresting members of the new faith and throwing them into prison.

      As Asher lay the letter down, he appreciated Smyrna’s great distance from Jerusalem. The strife of his homeland repelled him.

      

      Asher continued many more summers, falls, winters, and springs plying his merchant trade—either in Smyrna at his office or aboard ships around the Mediterranean Sea. As his profits grew, he transitioned from renting vessels of trade to purchasing or building his own. Within six years, his wealth surpassed Gideon’s. After three more years, his fortune doubled again.

      Yet one tether still bound him to the east: his aging parents. Although they could afford servants, they could never replace their son. So, on occasion, Asher would sail east to Jerusalem. He would stay for short visits only before returning to the western reaches where money flowed in abundance.

      During one of Asher’s sojourns in Jerusalem, his mother had passed away. Levi and Asher sat by her bed as she entered into eternity.

      A few days after her funeral, Levi called Asher to his side. “In my heart, I long to see our family line continue,” Levi said. “You have multiplied our wealth, my son, but could you one day consider settling down with a family?”

      Asher did not answer. He evaded his father’s gaze.

      Levi decided not to press the matter, but a tear streamed down his face. He somehow knew he would never hold a grandchild upon his knees. His son’s love for the sea, of trade across the waters, and of silver coins seemed to have removed all familial desire from him.

      “Asher,” Levi spoke after a while. “I will go the way of the earth soon, like your mother.”

      His son nodded.

      Together they gazed at the cedar trees nearby that rustled in the wind. The branches and needles framed a sapphire blue sky.

      “My son, I must tell you something before you sail again.”

      “Yes, Father?” Asher’s eyes still faced the trees and sky.

      “You know Gideon in Tarsus.”

      “I do.”

      “I will speak to you of his son—to tell you what has become of him.”

      Asher turned toward his father. “Now that I think of it, whenever I hear from Gideon these days, he never speaks of his son—only of his wife and daughter.”

      “I will tell you why.” Levi now had Asher’s full attention. “Gideon’s son has decided to follow this new faith,” Levi said, “called the Way.”

      “You mean?”

      “Yes. He follows Jesus of Nazareth.”

      “But years ago, Gideon wrote to me of how his son persecuted those people.”

      “He did persecute them, Asher, but… people change.”

      “Yes, they do, Father.” Asher thought of how his zeal for the Jewish faith had declined over the years. But such an immense change, he thought, from someone who had once acted so violently against the followers of the prophet from Galilee. How did that happen?

      Levi spoke again. “Asher, I have more to say to you.”

      “Yes, Father?”

      “I… I, too, have decided to follow the Way—to follow Jesus Christ… along with your mother who now lives in His presence.”

      Words flew out of Asher’s mouth before he could think. “Father! How? Why?” The grief from his mother’s death now mingled with shock.

      Levi reached out, trying to embrace his son.

      Asher pulled away, turning his face to the ground.

      “My son,” Levi pled.

      Holding back tears mixed with rage, Asher gasped, “Father, I must sail tomorrow. I have business across the water.”

      “Tomorrow? So soon!” Levi implored. Grief flooded his heart. He had lost his wife. Would he now lose his son?

      

      The next day, Asher traveled from Jerusalem to Joppa with his father and several servants, bearing goods to sell across the waters. Amid the bustle of the small caravan, father and son barely spoke.

      In Joppa, Asher boarded a ship he owned called the Blue Maiden—a huge vessel, twice the size of the Twin Sisters. He planned to sail first to Smyrna and then to the province of Hispania, far to the west.

      As the ship separated from the pier, Levi stood on the dock. Tears streamed from his eyes as he waved and called out, “My son. I love you more than life!”

      Asher gazed toward his father but said nothing.

      As the ship glided from the harbor, Asher turned toward the horizon in the west—turning his back to Joppa… to his father.

      Leaning for a long time over the prow, he gazed across the waves of the western sea.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 91

          

          
            “Surface! Surface!”

          

          “Let’s see how the Americans respond.”

        

      

    

    
      Two millennia later, Commander Lyle Nathan Collins, Captain of the USS Andrew Hull Foote gazed upon another water framed by a western sky. He pondered why men use war to settle differences. But he would not mull long over the matter. He needed to prepare for war—Antisubmarine Warfare (ASW).

      Three escort destroyers, including the Foote, sailed near the PHIBRON 15 ships that steamed in “gator squares” more than one hundred miles east of Taiwan. The Foote, along with the other two surface combatants, dropped lines of sonobuoys to listen for adversary submarines. The destroyers soon triangulated the three Chinese subs’ positions. The American destroyers found them easy to track because the power plants on Type 093 submarines make a lot of noise.

      Commander Collins could sense the tension mounting between the two opposing forces. The thought of engaging in combat against enemy submarines—something that had not happened to any appreciable degree since World War Two—both thrilled and terrified him.

      

      Commander Zhou aboard his submarine also felt the tension. He knew the arriving destroyers above had likely detected his boat. This infuriated him. Taking the “con”—direct control of course and speed—for his sub, he announced to his crew, “Let’s see how the Americans respond to this. ‘Right standard rudder! Course two one five, engine ahead full! Surface! Surface!’”

      His men stared at him, stunned.

      Lieutenant Commander Kang, his executive officer standing beside him, gasped, “Captain! You mean to surface?”

      The helmsman stared up from his seat in hesitation at his captain.

      “Helmsman, you heard my order,” Zhou snapped.

      “Yes, sir,” the helmsman responded as he turned the sub southwest.

      The planesman directed the sub’s hydroplanes for a surfacing maneuver.

      The lee helmsman increased speed to twenty knots.

      These actions put the sub on a course and speed to breach the surface within a few hundred yards of the USS Inchon’s bow.

      His trembling XO exclaimed, “Captain, you plan to surface in front of the American carrier!”

      “You heard my order. We’ll give these Americans something to think about before they try to take Taiwan.”

      “But, Captain, we could collide! With the carrier many times larger, it will cut us in half. They’ll send us to the bottom of the sea!”

      “That depends on the heart of these Americans. You know the history of our glorious revolution—how our forefathers gave their lives for Communism. We’ve grown soft in our modern age. Today we will show these arrogant Americans the Red Communists of old!”

      His words stiffened the spines of the terrified crew members.

      The vessel accelerated in rapid ascent.

      

      “Captain Collins!” Sonar Technician First Class Smitty yelled as he stared into his sonar screen. “It looks like one of the 093s has deviated radically from its course, speed, and depth. If it maintains its current heading, it’ll collide with the Inchon!”

      The captain of the American submarine, USS Seahorse, who had tailed the Chinese sub for days also noted the course change. He followed at first, but then broke off, realizing the risk of colliding above.

      Commander Collins radioed the Inchon, “Captain, we detect a Type 093 submarine ascending rapidly toward your bow. If it maintains course and speed, it will collide in less than thirty seconds. Recommend back full, immediately!”

      “Roger, Captain!” The reply came.

      Commander Collins heard the faint voice on his radio receiver of the Inchon’s captain ordering, “Back full!”

      The lee helmsman on the Inchon pulled the lee helm to reverse. His action sent an electrical signal to the propeller. Its blades pivoted ninety degrees on the shaft, reversing the water flow in an instant. The Inchon lurched forward with such a force that it felt as though the ship had rammed into something off the bow. In the ship’s galley, stacked plates crashed down. Inside the hangar bay under the flight deck, a yellow tractor towing a helicopter lost traction. It skidded backward into the aircraft with a crash. The tractor’s driver jumped out just before it pummeled the helicopter.

      Simultaneous to the instant reversal, the helmsman of the Inchon steered hard to starboard. This caused the ship to heel over at a dangerous angle to port. Tools not lashed down rattled off tables, sleeping sailors tumbled out of their bunk racks, and soda machines toppled over. On the flight deck, a one-hundred million dollar F-35B fighter jet that a yellow-shirted Aviation Boatswain's mate towed with his yellow tractor, lurched left. The airplane pulled the tractor and driver with it, skidding toward the port edge of the flight deck. Two purple-shirted fuelers and three red-shirted Aviation Ordnancemen stood in the F-35’s path. The whole mass, including the six sailors, tumbled over the edge into the sea. The weight of the metal jumble sucked everything under the blue, foam-flecked brine.

      Like a humped-back whale, the Chinese sub breached the surface two hundred yards off the Inchon’s port bow. White water flowed around as it shot up at the steep angle. Halfway into the air, the sub crashed down onto the ocean’s surface, spraying a plume of white water.

      Pandemonium reigned on the Inchon's bridge as the captain shouted orders to his crew members. Reports rushed to him of calamities and injuries occurring all over the ship.

      Onboard the sub, Commander Zhao’s crew members cheered wildly. “We stopped the American imperialists in their tracks!” a Chinese sailor shouted.

      Radio antennae hurled coded messages from ship to ship at lightning speed among the six American surface vessels.

      “Admiral,” Commodore Curler radioed to Commander, Pacific Fleet (CINCPACFLT) in Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. “We request rules of engagement. We lost six crew members and an F-35 over the side. Requesting orders on how to respond.”

      CINCPACFLT contacted General Benedict R. Lemnitzer, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who informed the President.

      In the U.S. military, the people engaged in operations usually have a high degree of independence. They can make split-second decisions. But with war not yet declared with China, decisions involving combat had to go to one man—the President of the United States. Years ago, President Harry S. Truman once declared, “The buck stops here!”

      Of course, President Burkham knew that Truman’s slogan did not reflect reality. In truth, presidents for generations answered to “higher powers”—to their paymasters. Yet as he sat in the National Military Command Center (NMCC), Burkham felt not the slightest interest in his overlords’ approval. Leaping up next to General Lemnitzer, he shouted into the microphone to CINCPACFLT. “Do not, I repeat, do not fire upon the Chinese. Do whatever you can to minimize damage to the Inchon, but do not engage the Chinese!”

      The president’s message made its way back to Commodore Curler. Some of the officers on the bridge snarled in rage. “We should have rammed the Chinese sub and cut it in half. We wouldn’t have lost six sailors!”

      “If we’d rammed it, we would’ve flooded the forward compartments and lost even more sailors,” the captain barked, “so, pipe down!”

      The pilot of the MH-60R helicopter assigned to the USS Foote flew about twenty-five miles away, hunting for subs. He radioed to Commander Collins. “Sir, on our radar, we detect a fleet of small surface vessels—hundreds of them—heading your way. We’ll get to visual range in five minutes.”

      “Roger that,” Collins replied. What do the Chinese have up their sleeves now? He thought. He radioed the information to the Commodore.

      Commodore Curler shared it with the Pentagon. The president ordered, “If fired upon, I give you permission to engage. But you will not instigate combat!”

      Ships and subs, American and Chinese alike, would now play a waiting game in tight proximity.

      The Americans spent the next several hours searching for the six sailors. They scanned the dark waters with helicopter radar, but found no trace.

      The Chinese “fleet of little craft,” which the helicopter now identified as fishing boats, motored toward the naval vessels.

      The Chinese State Chairman, Chou Zhu Ho, sitting at his command center in Beijing, surrounded by generals and admirals, spoke. “Submarine Commander Zhao’s fanaticism for the Party has paid off. He flustered the Americans, creating a rules-of-engagement dilemma.”

      An Admiral beside him spoke. “Chairman Chou, our naval personnel assigned to the fishing boats request permission to take harassment positions among the American vessels.”

      “Permission granted,” the chairman declared. “Let’s see how the Americans respond.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 92

          

          
            Burkham’s dilemma

          

          Chinese believers cry out

        

      

    

    
      President Burkham sat in his swivel chair at the National Military Command Center (NMCC) in the Pentagon building. He stared at an electronic screen among hundreds of others throughout the chamber. Each displayed information he would need to direct combat across the globe.

      Anger churned within him. These corporate paymasters—these ‘builders of my career’ to whom, it seems, I owe all, he thought. What have they drawn me into? What have they used me to bring about? World War Three? The end of the world? They hold me as a knife in their hand—a tool to bring forth their New World Order. “The knife decides nothing. Only the hand that wields it,” he spat under his breath.

      President Burkham had enjoyed, of late, his “guilty pleasure” of reading Jackson Lincoln every week. A recent blog post had struck him deeply. It makes so much sense, he brooded. With their stranglehold over debt money, the bankers play me—their man—like a marionette.

      He knew he must strike back at his corporate paymasters. But how? These oligarchs had maneuvered him into an impossible dilemma. If he ordered his ships toward Taiwan to engage the Chinese, he risked World War Three. If he backed down, the Chinese would view his weakness as a green light to invade Taiwan.

      Like the ships bobbing on the Philippine Sea, he would have to play the waiting game.

      Though not a praying man, he felt an urge to speak to someone—anyone. Can you hear me out there, God? he whispered. I could  use your help now.

      

      Sitting at his oaken desk in an office adjacent to the NMCC, General Lemnitzer picked up his landline phone. So old-fashioned, he thought, as he stared at the device. Just like this president—so unwilling to embrace the future. He placed a call to Edgar Bundy Russell. “Mr. Russell, the president has ordered the ships to stand down, and not to take any offensive action against the Chinese.”

      “What do you think of that decision, General?” Edgar inquired.

      “I think it stinks. He has directly defied us.”

      “General, you know what must happen.”

      “I do. Just checking in for final confirmation, Mr. Russell.”

      “You have it.” Edgar hung up.

      General Lemnitzer grabbed his laptop. He fired off an S.A.P. (above Top Secret) protocol message to CINCPACFLT in Hawaii. “Admiral, I want the three submarines in the vicinity of PHIBRON 15 to ping the Chinese subs with active sonar at the time I designate. This order comes straight from POTUS.”

      CINCPACFLT's Communications Officer knocked on the admiral’s door at 04:20 Pearl Harbor time. He handed him a printout of General Lemnitzer’s message.

      Shaking off sleep, the Admiral scanned the paper. “This president can’t tell right from left," he grumbled. “First, he orders us not to engage the Chinese. Now he wants us to intimidate them.”

      To his Communications Officer, he relayed, “To confirm, General, the president orders our subs to sound active sonar against the Chinese subs.”

      Within five minutes he received Lemnitzer’s reply, “You read correctly. And maintain strict confidentiality—on a need-to-know basis, only.”

      “Yes, sir,” CINCPACFLT replied via his Communications Officer. With much trepidation, he relayed the order to Commodore Curler aboard the USS Inchon.

      

      Via VLF transmitter, the three American submarine captains received the following order from the Commodore. “I want each of you to sound a single ping from your sonar, upon my command. This order comes directly from POTUS.”

      Commodore Curler also informed the surface ship captains.

      

      As communiqués passed from ship to ship, angels assembled above the Chinese and American vessels. They had responded to the prayers of millions across the globe crying out for peace.

      Christians in China had listened to the propaganda trumpeting their submarine’s intimidation of the “powerful enemy”—China’s term for the American military. Desiring love toward all people—including Americans—their hearts ached over the possibility of the two nations plunging into war. Proclaiming a holy fast, they networked like lightning across thousands of kilometers. From city to vast city, house-church believers gathered together in prayer. They packed like sardines into high-rise apartment blocks, hotel meeting rooms, and myriads of low-rise complexes. Lifting up holy hands, they cried out to God, pleading with Him to intervene—to not let foolish rulers of either nation lead their peoples to destruction. Across the Middle Kingdom, tens of thousands of clusters met, begging their Creator to show forth His power.

      Believers aboard the American and Chinese vessels added to their prayers—included among them, Colonel Halbright of the 17th MEU who fired off his own pleas toward Heaven.

      The angels hovering above the ships felt the intercession of the saints across the globe. Living light surged within them. New flocks of luminous swordsmen added to their numbers above the waves. Their glow terrified the evil spirits skulking on the decks of the vessels below.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 93

          

          
            “Contact, contact!”

          

          “An FBI agent? Here!”

        

      

    

    
      Jessica met with Caleb at a Petersburg restaurant. She recounted what Grace Lee and Pastor Jeong had told her regarding the Chinese refugees in Bangkok.

      “Jeong. His name sounds Asian.”

      “Korean-American, like Grace,” Jessica confirmed.

      “As of now, Allen plans to stay with Lek’s relatives near Bangkok,” Caleb shared. “But I like the extra option with the Chinese refugees.” He opened his satchel and pulled out his ham radio. “Contact, contact! Can you read me?” Thinking Allen had already commenced his flight from Korea to Bangkok, he doubted he would get a reply.

      “Yes, I hear you,” Allen’s voice crackled.

      “I thought your plane had taken off already. Glad I got through.”

      “I decided to stay for a ‘longer layover.’”

      “Good thinking. Could Korea give you a visa?”

      “They might, but I don’t want it. The South Korean government requires a Q-Code to track me—in case I contract COVID. The bad guys might hijack the Korean government and catch me here. Plus, I don’t know anything about Korea. I booked another flight for Bangkok later today.”

      Allen told Caleb and Jessica of his encounter with the thugs at LAX.

      While it shocked them, they could relate—recalling their near-abduction at Ralph's Burgers.

      “They might try to grab me again when I land in Bangkok,” Allen continued. “I don’t know how I’ll get around them. But I know Thailand. If I can make it out of the airport, I could hide for a long time.”

      Caleb explained the alternative of Allen linking up with the Chinese refugees in Bangkok.

      “I like that,” Allen chimed.

      “While you fly to Bangkok, I’ll get the Chinese refugees’ contact info. After you land, I’ll pass it on to you.”

      

      Caleb drove to the Pad Thai Garden restaurant. Upon entry, he approached the owner, Lek, at the cash register. “Excuse me, can I talk with you for a moment?”

      “Yes, sir, how may I help you?”

      “I want to ask you about a friend of mine, an American, who I believe you know. He’s eaten here a few times and speaks Thai.”

      “I might know him,” Lek responded as he fingered a stack of invoices.

      “I believe you’ve arranged for him to stay with your relatives in Thailand,” Caleb pressed.

      Lek remained silent.

      Caleb’s “reporter’s sense” kicked in. “Lek, you can trust me—Caleb Daugherty, the newspaper editor. I’ve lived in this town for years.”

      After a long pause, Lek spoke. “Come to my office.”

      The two men walked through the kitchen into a cluttered, but clean-looking, space—barely larger than a closet. Lek shut and locked the door after managing to wedge in a second chair for Caleb.

      “I’ll talk with you,” Lek consented. “But you must tell no one of our conversation.”

      “Scout’s honor.” Caleb held up a three-fingered salute.

      Eying Caleb’s hand in confusion, Lek continued. “An FBI agent came here a few days ago asking about Allen. He told me not to tell anyone about his visit.”

      “An FBI agent? Here!” Caleb gasped.

      “Yes.”

      The news broadsided Caleb. “Lek,” he implored. “Whatever this so-called ‘FBI agent’ said to you, don’t believe him. Some very bad people—including this man, most likely—want to hurt Allen bad. Now tell me what he said to you.”

      Lek slumped forward with his head in his hands. “Can I trust you to keep this quiet?”

      “You can.”

      Lek knew of Caleb’s friendly reputation in Petersburg. “Okay, I’ll tell you what he said.”

      He related to Caleb everything from the “FBI agent” regarding Allen’s alleged “fentanyl-dealing.”

      Shaking his head in disbelief, Caleb responded, “Lek, you need to immediately contact your family in Thailand. They cannot give any information to this so-called ‘FBI agent’ if he shows up. We’ve got to keep him away from Allen.”

      “I’ll call them tonight,” Lek promised.

      In the parking lot, Caleb attempted to contact Allen via shortwave. He couldn’t get through.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 94

          

          
            Twenty dazzling angels

          

          A jumble of broken pieces

        

      

    

    
      Carioch’s sword gleamed as the airplane landed mid-morning at Bangkok’s Suvarnabhumi Airport.

      Allen figured that despite arriving on a different plane, the thugs likely still had people waiting to snatch him.

      Yet the fervent prayers emanating from the people who had read his latest blog strengthened him like a steel rod. God Almighty would protect him from his enemies. He recalled the ancient story of David in the wilderness, chased by the powerful and jealous King Saul who wanted to murder him. Look how God had delivered David. Could He not do the same today?

      As Allen debarked from the airplane, twenty dazzling angels greeted Carioch. “We will help you protect him,” one spoke. Carioch smiled and assimilated into their ranks. Together they glimmered like a thousand diamonds in sunlight, encircling Allen in living light.

      Despite the hopeless logic of his situation, a strange sense of peace wafted over Allen.

      

      More than one hundred blood-thirsty monsters dispersed themselves among the Network operatives who guarded every exit of the Bangkok airport. The blades of their scimitars pulsated like smoldering lava.

      Despite the airport’s vastness, the blogger could only depart through a limited number of exits. The dark creatures felt confident. Unlike the encounter at LAX, the operatives planned to conceal their presence from him until the last moment. They guessed he would hail a taxi on the lower departure deck, so they placed most of their men there.

      They had rented a van and bribed the manager of the taxi area to let them park there. Two operatives waited inside the van, ready to whisk the blogger away as soon as their compadres shoved him in.

      

      Allen passed through customs with his carry-on bag.

      Familiarity struck him wherever he gazed and nostalgia flooded his heart. How many times had he, Emily, and the kids passed through this airport on their way to and from Bangkok?

      He stepped onto an escalator going down to the taxi area. The twenty-one warriors-of-light surrounded him on every side.

      The angels escorting Allen then beheld them—the flapping pterodactyl-like wings of a demon-horde as they hopped and floated among the tourists and locals waiting to board several dozen taxis.

      In an instant, the nearly one hundred foul creatures turned their faces toward the company of angels floating down the escalator. With howls of rage, they flew as a single serpentine mass toward the gleaming messengers. A battle of swords and scimitars ensued.

      Allen felt the glowing wave of peace that enveloped his soul replaced by stark terror. He saw two thick-looking men with grim expressions step down the escalator behind him. He also observed two more characters waiting at the bottom. One of the thugs behind him vaulted down several steps and caught up with Allen. “Don’t make any loud noises like at LAX. I’ve got a pistol pointed at your spine,” he whispered into Allen’s ear.

      Carioch turned toward two wart-faced, gray-clawed devils rocketing toward him with scimitars swung high. He sensed the prayers of thousands as he careered headlong into them. His blade oscillated left and right like the buzzing wing of a dragonfly. Upon impact, the two servants of Satan spun off—black and red smoke gushing from their wounds.

      Three more men joined the two at the foot of the escalator. Allen, with two men behind him, soon merged with them. The cluster shuffled toward the waiting van with its sliding door open and engine running. Five more operatives converged with them on their way to the van.

      A frog-like creature with ragged holes in its wings plowed into Carioch’s side, pinning him down. A foul stench filled Carioch’s nostrils. With a wide arc of his sword, he swept the creature and its scimitar away to his left. He glowed and vibrated like a ball of living fire as his blade moved quicker than thought. Yet the size of the onslaught pulled him away from Allen as the men shoved Allen closer to the van. The other twenty angels faced similar straights, each striving to reach Allen.

      A shield-wall of demons tightened around their prize.

      Through the tiled wall beside the van, a cluster of thirty more angels burst onto the scene. They slashed, cut, and hacked, as they plowed into the left flank of the demons.

      “Allen?” A Thai-accented voice spoke from behind him and the thugs. Startled, the whole group stopped and turned toward the voice. A tight-muscled man in a Thai brown police uniform stood smiling behind the assemblage. He repeated, “Allen?” Then, in rapid-fire Thai, he asked, “Ben yangai bang krap?” Meaning, “How are you?”

      Allen recognized the police officer’s face and name—Chalerm—from an English class he had taught a few years ago. He and Emily had gone out to dinner with Chalerm and his wife on several occasions while in Bangkok.

      The thugs listened, bedazzled as Allen rattled off in Thai to Chalerm, “Please call for more police on your radio, Chalerm. These men want to kill me.”

      Chalerm’s eyes popped, but he remained calm. Bringing his radio transmitter to his lips, he called for his compadres to rush to the taxi area with their pistols at the ready. Like lightning, he then drew his pistol and thundered in English to the men surrounding Allen, “You! Don’t move!”

      The hundred-plus travelers in the taxi area took in the scene, riveting their eyes on Chalerm—with his pistol pointed toward the thugs. Allen observed a half-dozen policemen plow their way through the crowd. More dashed down escalators, rushing in his direction with pistols drawn.

      “Not this time,” one of the operators growled behind Allen’s ear. He grabbed him in a headlock and rushed him toward the van. One operative drew a pistol and fired, but not before Chalerm got off a round that entered the pistol-bearer’s neck, killing him instantly. The bullet from the thug struck Chalerm on his shoulder, spinning him around, as his blood sprayed into the air.

      Bullets zipped back and forth, and the crowd hit the floor, screaming.

      Demons and angels continued their hacking, slicing, and piercing.

      Five of the thugs managed to drag Allen into the van as they slammed the door shut. Several bullets smashed through its windows as the vehicle departed. Two of the goons in the rear slumped down over the seats, stone dead. The three others pinned Allen to the floor under their knees.

      He felt something in his backpack crush under the pressure. His radio.

      Carioch and two other angels managed to extricate themselves from the melee. They flew after the van as it careened out the exit of the airport. The police radioed for patrol cars to pursue the vehicle.

      As the bullet-pocked, smashed-windowed van sped along the expressway, sirens blared and red lights flashed to its rear. One police officer followed on a “big bike,” a racing-style motorcycle. He weaved snake-like at over a hundred and fifty kilometers per hour around the cars and trucks between him and the van. Within seconds he caught up. Switching on a loudspeaker, he shouted, “You! Stop!” He didn’t want to shoot out the tires for fear of causing a multi-vehicle accident on the expressway.

      The van driver braked hard, trying to swerve left into the motorcycle to knock it over.

      But the officer anticipated the maneuver and deftly turned out of its way to his right.

      The van swerved further to its left, nearly tipping over, before managing to enter a left exit ramp.

      The police motorcycle continued forward on the expressway, unable to follow.

      The van zoomed down onto a city street. The driver, an American not used to Bangkok’s left-driving pattern, turned by instinct into a right lane. An on-coming cement truck plowed head-on into the grill of the van. It spun counterclockwise a hundred and eighty degrees.

      The three operatives who had flattened Allen under their knees, found the centrifugal force wrenching them to their left. Their bodies smashed through the van’s side windows and slammed onto a sidewalk. Allen, low to the floor, slid for a split second before ramming into the padding of the door.

      His ears rang, his side ached, and his backpack rattled with a jumble of broken pieces. But he could move. While his arms, torso, and legs felt bruised under his travel jacket and jeans, his bones seemed intact. Looking up at the two groaning, bleeding operatives in the front seats with airbags now deflating in front of them, he decided to skedaddle. Managing to open the sliding door and step onto the sidewalk, he took in the image of three bloodied bodies lying still in front of him.

      Before he could form a coherent thought, he found himself hustling away from the scene.

      It happened so fast that no one noticed him. Dozens of Thai pedestrians, shopkeepers, and street-food vendors rushed to the scene. They ignored Allen as he trotted past them in the opposite direction.

      Carioch alighted onto the sidewalk beside Allen as he walked by food stalls and hawkers. Carioch told the two angels accompanying him to remain near the van to draw off any demons arriving at the crash site. He and Allen would go on alone—blending in among the fifteen million people of Bangkok, Thailand.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 95

          

          
            “The man sure knows his craft.”

          

          Senator Franklin G. Reasoner

        

      

    

    
      Stephen Hood arrived that afternoon at Suvarnabhumi Airport. The demon Bledmoth accompanied him. After retrieving his baggage, he noticed airport workers directing people upstairs.

      Airport security had cordoned off the taxi depot below to conduct a massive forensic investigation.

      Taxis would now pick up arrivals like Hood at the Departure lane on the upper level. Confusion reigned as flight arrivals like Hood bumped into travelers entering the building to depart.

      Hood waited in a makeshift taxi line where he heard people mumbling about an “airport shooting incident” that had occurred earlier that day. Before he could hear more details, a taxi pulled up to take him into the city.

      

      “Interesting,” a high-ranking Network official in Maryland observed. He turned toward a colleague of similar rank. “Stephen Hood also tracked Allen to Thailand.”

      “He made a lot of mistakes,” his colleague commented. “But the man sure knows his craft.”

      On an electronic wall map, the two watched a blinking light slide away from the Bangkok airport. The light represented a signal emitted by a chip implanted surreptitiously into Hood’s skull years ago. Only top-level Network leaders knew of its existence.

      Days ago, when lower-tier operatives noted Hood’s failure to arrive in West Virginia, their boss stated, “I’ll take over the Hood case. You can work on something else.”

      Out of curiosity, this “boss” and his colleagues decided to observe Hood—to track his movements—before roping him in. After the mess that morning at Suvarnabhumi Airport, they felt vindicated in their decision to give Hood a long leash. Maybe this guy could find the blogger after all—and reverse the disaster of the day.

      

      Whenever Stephen Hood traveled by air, his SOP—standard operating procedure—included packing a unique weapon. He would disguise its parts in his suitcase so that airport scanners viewed only a “shaver” and “pens.”

      Before heading to Lek’s relatives’ house, he checked into a hotel room where he plopped his suitcase and assembled his weapon—a pistol.

      He then hailed a taxi to the relatives’ home.

      Upon arrival, he knocked on the door.

      The man inside knew he would come, having received Lek’s warning about the “FBI agent.” Not knowing what to expect, he decided to meet with the agent but to say nothing of Allen. Opening the door, he spoke in English, “May I help you?”

      Hood pulled the pistol from his pants pocket. “Let me inside.”

      The man, now terrified, stepped backward as Hood entered. He had expected Hood to act like an agent, not a gangster.

      “Has Allen come?” Hood demanded.

      “No.” The man said, shaking his head and trembling.

      “I’ll wait with you till he gets here.”

      

      Allen stumbled into a Thai restaurant. He found a table in the rear. After ordering, he unzipped his backpack and found his ham radio smashed to pieces. “No way to call Caleb now,” he lamented. But he did find his passport and driver’s license intact. As long as I keep a low profile, I could live here for a while, he thought.

      He felt exhausted. But after a meal of Khao Soy—a northern Thai dish of yellow curry, noodles, and boiled chicken—he managed to trudge to an MRT subway station where he took an escalator underground. Recalling his experience at the airport, he thought, Gotta watch my back at these escalators. Approaching a train token dispenser, he reminded himself, Oh yeah. I need to get Thai cash first. He found an ATM and withdrew the maximum for a day. He couldn’t use thousand baht bills at the dispenser, so he bought a train token from a Thai attendant in a windowed booth.

      Embarking on the subway train, he rode to an interchange station. There, he transferred to a skytrain which brought him to the MBK shopping center—a mega-mall filled with used cell phone shops.

      Within an hour he exchanged his device from the States for a three-year-old smartphone, using cash to pay the difference. He called the number Lek had given him.

      “Hello?” A man answered.

      “Allen speaking,” he said.

      “Oh, hello. Did you have a safe trip?”

      “Teung leeo,” Allen said. Thai for “I made it.”

      Carioch listened in, knowing he must stay alert.

      “I’d like to stop by sometime,” Allen said.

      The man implored in English. “You come, now.”

      Carioch tensed.

      The man’s tone made Allen feel uneasy. “I would like to visit, but….”

      “You come, today,” the man insisted.

      Allen’s wariness began to mirror Carioch’s. “I have to go. But I hope to see you sometime. Goodbye.” Allen hung up. Something did not feel right about that conversation, he thought.

      

      “Allen’s not coming to your house, eh?” Hood groused to the Thai man, his pistol still pointed at him. “No matter. I got what I wanted. Hand me your phone—unlocked.”

      The man gave it to him. Hood tapped on it, found Allen’s number, and wrote it down.

      Erasing all records of the conversation, he handed the phone back to the man.

      With this number, he could use an app on his phone to track Allen.

      “Don’t tell anyone about me coming here. Do you understand?” Hood said to the man.

      The man nodded with fear etched on his face.

      Bledmoth, the demon, planned to ensure the Thai man kept his mouth shut. He commissioned local spirits to implant thoughts of grave consequences into his mind for telling others of Hood’s visit.

      Leaving the man’s house, Hood walked down a narrow lane—called a “Soi” in Thai—toward a wide thoroughfare. There, he flagged a taxi and rode back to his hotel room. Fatigued from jet lag, he decided to get a good rest before confronting the blogger. With the tracking app running on his phone now, he felt no urgency.

      

      Allen faced a dilemma. Suspicious about Lek’s relative, he now had no place to stay. Should he risk exposing his credit card at a hotel? Exhaustion decided the issue for him. “They don’t know my real name,” he reasoned.

      From a shopkeeper, he learned of a hostel in walking distance. Entering the place, he showed the clerk his passport. He paid by credit card using his real name—not his “Ian Ogilvy” alias. He figured the thugs probably obtained that name from LAX. Walking up three flights of stairs, he entered his room, lay down on the bed, and slumbered for twelve hours.

      

      As Allen slept that night in Bangkok, people across America buzzed about Jackson Lincoln’s latest blog post, Fighting the Global Elite by Returning to Our American Heritage. One fellow in Kansas, a part-time state senator and owner of five car dealers in greater Wichita, called his old high school buddy—U.S. Senator Franklin Reasoner. He gave him a cheerful earful about the article. “Why don’t you push for Jackson Lincoln’s ideas in D.C.? Everybody in Kansas would call you an American hero like old Andrew Jackson!” he exclaimed.

      United States Senator Franklin G. Reasoner listened to his friend’s pitch about the blogger. After the man ran out of air, Reasoner replied, “I might look into it. Sounds like some good ideas for our country.” Having served two terms in Congress and three in the Senate, Reasoner had developed the art of listening to ranting constituents and then promptly ignoring everything they said. But then, he had to admit he had known this fellow for over forty years. As a car dealer and state senator, the man pulled weight in Kansas. Why not make him happy by looking into the blogger’s ideas? Life had become such a bore in Washington anyway. I might have fun shaking things up, he thought.

      The next few days, Reasoner pored over every Jackson Lincoln blog post with a fine-toothed comb. He also researched the blogger’s sources. He bought a copy of G. Edward Griffin’s The Creature from Jekyll Island, Carroll Quigley’s Tragedy and Hope, and The Babylonian Woe by David Astle. Heavy reading, but utterly fascinating and convincing to him.

      When the dust settled from his study, Senator Reasoner came to a firm conclusion: For America to survive as a nation, it must do away with two entities: The Federal Reserve and the Income Tax. For his remaining years in the Senate, he would fight to reverse what the blogger called “The Crime of 1913”—which actually sounded like a silent coup d'état to him. He would push to replace privately issued Federal Reserve Notes with government-issued Greenbacks. As my legacy, he thought, I want people to say I helped return America to the liberty of its forefathers.

      During his college years at Yale, Reasoner had made many friends, including one party-loving fellow named Lyman Murray. Having both come from wealthy families, they used to get a kick out of characterizing their less-than-stellar grade point averages as “Gentlemans’ C’s.”  When they both got tapped for Skull and Bones as Yale seniors, they decided to stay connected for life.

      The Senator made plans to pay his old college buddy a visit.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 96

          

          
            “Ping, ping, ping”

          

          Snow melting down a mountainside

        

      

    

    
      “Ping, ping, ping.”

      In ear-splitting fashion, at 04:30 local time, three American submarines directed their active sonar toward the Chinese subs they trailed.

      “American subs!” Lieutenant Commander Kang shouted to his boat’s captain, Commander Zhou, as he banged on his cabin door. Not that he needed to, considering the noise. The ears of every Chinese sailor onboard had nearly burst.

      Commander Zhou, still in his bathrobe, opened the door and strode past Kang to the bridge. He ordered his radioman to fire off a message to Beijing, asking for guidance on how to respond. He berated himself for not detecting the American sub to his stern.

      The Chinese admirals receiving Commander Zhou’s communiqué felt nervous about awakening their Dear Leader, Chairman Chou Zhu Ho, at such an early hour. The three of them fretted in the morning mist outside his palace on Jade Spring Hill—the former sanctuary of Chinese emperors, now the preferred residence for CCP General Secretaries.

      One of them drummed up the courage to phone the chairman’s assistant sleeping on the first floor of the dwelling. When the assistant invited them in, the Admirals handed him the message. He brought it upstairs to the Chairman.

      “Why didn’t you contact me right away about this!” The angry General Secretary berated the admirals as he lumbered down his magnificent staircase.

      The Admirals stared up at him in silence.

      “So, the Americans want to provoke us.” The chairman grumbled as he reached the ground floor.

      He looked toward—or rather through—the Admirals to his gardens outside. “Could we retaliate by opening our submarine torpedo doors?” He pondered out loud. “How would the Americans respond?”

      A senior Admiral spoke. “Chairman, the Americans would fire on us. I do not recommend it.”

      Steam rose from the chairman’s forehead, his anger radiating red hot. “These Americans have impinged upon Chinese honor! They must pay!” Despite his fuming, as an astute tactician, he knew his limitations. Yet he yearned to strike back.

      

      “What!” President Burkham shouted in the Oval Office to General Benedict Lemnitzer.

      “Yes, sir,” the General responded on his secure phone. “Our subs have pinged the Chinese. We could not allow them to get away scot-free after the death of six American sailors.”

      “Who runs this country, General Lemnitzer!” the president demanded.

      “You do, sir, but we acted appropriately considering the circumstances.”

      “Of all the insane drivel!” the president exclaimed as he slammed down his phone. He knew that Lemnitzer—that Edgar Bundy Russell—had overridden him.

      

      In response to the “pinging” from subs, the angels, flying above the American and Chinese vessels, rushed downwards. The prayers of millions of saints had brought them there to keep the peace. Several hundred dived into the ocean water. In moments, they located the six submarines—three American and three Chinese. “Flying” under the water, they entered the subs’s hulls and placed themselves amongst the Chinese and American sailors. They forced the demons inside to depart. The creatures screamed violent threats as they passed outside into the ocean depths. The angelic presence transformed emotions inside the vessels. Aggression, which had boiled in the hearts of Chinese and American sailors, transformed into a sense of restraint.

      

      At the White House, three warriors of light, backed by several hundred other angels, entered the Oval Office. They approached the president. The demons in the room could not believe the audacity of the incursion.

      “You dare to enter our domain!” A scaled monster screeched as he unsheathed his scimitar. He placed his lithe form in a fighting stance.

      One of the Three spoke. “We arrive in obedience to the Maker of All Things and in answer to the prayers of innumerable saints. Depart at once.”

      A battle royal ensued. Golden blades smashed scarlet scimitars, emitting fountains of sparks. Out of every space in the White House, ogres, imps, and hellions arose to assist the demons in the Oval Office. The three warriors would have fallen back had not many more angels swept into the fray.

      The demons soon found themselves edging backward against the angelic onslaught. The angels forced them outside through the walls and onto the South Lawn.

      Swooping, arching, and careening, the two armies clashed outside.

      As the battle raged, one of the Three returned to the Oval Office to stand over the president who sat alone at the Resolute Desk.

      So strange, Burkham thought. Despite all that’s happened, I don’t think I’ve ever felt a peace like this—maybe not since childhood. His distress drained away like snow melting down a mountainside. His thoughts cleared.

      “I know what I can do. I can call him—the general secretary… the state chairman of China… or whatever they call him.”

      Within an hour, Burkham’s chief of staff contacted Beijing and arranged for a video conference between the two leaders the next day. Until then, both nations agreed to no further provocations.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 97

          

          
            “He must die!”

          

          A mist of golden light

        

      

    

    
      “He must die!” Margrawl the Terror spoke into Edgar Bundy Russell’s mind.

      Edgar drew back from the fireplace where Margrawl sat in lotus position communing with him.

      “No more delays!” Margrawl growled. “If he does not die soon, you Edgar—yes you—will pay the price!” Never before had an Ascended Master spoken such a threat to Edgar. Margrawl had just learned of the angels' victory at the White House. Rage consumed him.

      Edgar felt a sickness, a nausea in the pit of his stomach. He lay down on his bed for the rest of the day.

      His house servants wrung their hands over how to accommodate their employer. If this went on much longer, they would have to transport him to the luxury hospital down the road—reserved for senior members of government and their benefactors.

      

      Allen awoke refreshed in his Bangkok hotel. He looked out the window onto the roofs of Thai homes clustered and crammed together below. The Southeast Asian sun beat upon their multicolored roof tiles as he reflected on the previous day's events.

      “Astonishing. Like something out of a movie. But I escaped them!” he marveled. “Yet staying in this hotel room all alone will not do. They could find me here.”

      “Not alone,” Carioch whispered beside him.

      Allen needed to call Caleb to get the Chinese refugees’s contact info. But how could he without a ham radio?”

      Lek’s relatives, he thought. They could link me with Caleb. I’ve got to make another go at connecting with them. But it felt so nerve-racking yesterday.

      After pouring the broken pieces of his shortwave radio into a waste basket, Allen grabbed his backpack. He walked to the elevator and pressed the button to the ground floor of the hotel. After checking out at the front desk, he walked outside into the tropical sunlight of a Bangkok mid-morning. Looking at the house’s address on his phone, he copy-pasted it onto his taxi app.

      He hailed a driver with the app, who arrived in five minutes. They chatted in Thai along the way.

      The driver asked, “Did you hear about the shooting at the airport yesterday?”

      “Shooting?”

      “They say the police gunned down seven men and found the getaway van crashed into a cement truck.”

      “Hard to believe that could happen in Bangkok,” Allen responded, diverting his eyes away from the driver. The authorities apparently knew nothing about me. But what about my police friend, Chalerm? Would he say anything? Did he even survive? “Do you know if any of the policemen got injured or killed?” Allen asked the driver.

      “I heard some got injured, but none killed.”

      I’ve got to connect with Chalerm somehow before he says anything about me, Allen thought. From his archived contacts on a cloud server, he found Chalerm’s number.

      Carioch flew a few feet above the taxi as it weaved through the Bangkok traffic. Demons floating around the houses and buildings along the way scowled at him. But none followed or attacked.

      

      Stephen Hood stared at the beeping dot on his phone indicating Allen’s position. “Looks like he’ll head to Lek’s relatives this morning,” he said to himself.

      As he viewed the electronic map, the likeness of another map—a paper map—entered his mind. In his memory, he viewed the image of a driver in a minivan. He could even make out the man’s hair color—sandy blond, or maybe strawberry blonde. “My father?”

      His plan to track down the blogger today receded from his mind. Putting down his phone, he lay on his bed in the hotel room.

      “Get up, you distracted imbecile, and monitor your phone!” The demon Bledmoth screeched at Stephen. His words never made it into Stephen’s mind.

      A voice by the window overrode the demon. “Keep searching, Stephen. You will find what you seek.”

      Bledmoth jerked his bat-like body around and looked into the face of a four-winged warrior.

      “Be gone, evil fiend,” the warrior commanded, “before I swat you into the abyss!”

      “Aaaaaarrrrrr!” Bledmoth roared, drawing his scimitar. Before it cleared his scabbard, the Archangel’s blade slashed through his midsection. Bledmoth held his bearing for a moment as his face twitched and convulsed. The top half of his body—now severed from his wiry legs and tail—toppled to his right. His two parts then vanished in a plume of black and red smoke.

      Bledmoth’s stench lingered in the air as the Archangel floated toward the bed. Three pillows inclined Stephen’s top half upward as he lay there.

      “I must find out,” Stephen whispered aloud. “I must learn the truth about my family.”

      The Archangel could sense the Holy Spirit working on the man’s heart. He wanted nothing to distract Stephen that day.

      I think I’ll lay here all morning, Stephen thought. A mist of golden light seemed to shroud him. Probing into the past felt like a far better way to spend his day than searching for a blogger.

      

      An hour beforehand, on the outskirts of Colorado Springs, Emily Grady, Allen’s wife, had prayed late into the night as her five children slept. She cried out with a fervency that shook the heavens, “Oh Lord, help Allen! Protect him! No one has heard from him in days. And the shooting in Bangkok…” Her prayers had moved the Archangel into Stephen Hood’s room.

      The warrior stood beside Hood’s bed with his sword drawn.

      For the remainder of the day, Stephen Hood drifted between sleep and wakefulness—memories flooding over him. He probed the forgotten corners of his past. And he found much—so much.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 98

          

          
            Luxury Helicopters

          

          One man every generation

        

      

    

    
      Liwanu, Prince of North America, and Margrawl the Terror flew westward. They followed a luxury helicopter on its way out of Washington D.C.

      Onboard, Edgar Bundy Russell, Paul Hölzer of Luxembourg, and several senior Network members from industry and government gazed out their windows as the helicopter flew over the Blue Ridge Mountains, the Shenandoah Valley, and past the Allegheny Mountains that lined the border of West Virginia.

      After an hour of flight, the helicopter landed on a white “H” atop a green hillock. Next to the landing zone stood a mansion of modern design with glass walls, oaken framing, and a wrap-around deck, accented by iron railing.

      The men strolled down the helicopter’s steps amid the roar of the craft as dust whirled. Ambling down a stone stairway, past a garden, and through glass doors, they entered Edgar’s West Virginia home. Grim and silent, they walked across a heated floor into the living area, where they sat down on sofas and stuffed chairs. Liwanu and Margrawl, followed by an entourage of demons, floated in with them.

      As the men sat, five manservants on cue, garbed in forest green uniforms, appeared with organic cheeses, crackers, and wine—all ingredients vetted by Edgar’s nutritionist.

      Paul Hölzer spoke first, “The Ascended Masters, in their anger, have called us here. When he arrives, we must finalize plans for his assumption of power.”

      Over the next hour, seated around a mahogany coffee table, the men discussed their plans for eliminating the president. Three implanted Secret Service Agents, trained by MK-Ultra, would carry out the plot.

      In the distance, they heard the tremor of a second helicopter approaching.

      The sound quickened their conversations. Strain appeared on each face in anticipation of the new arrival. Ascended Masters of the highest ranking would accompany the individual onboard.

      

      The helicopter landed in a flurry of dust and leaves. Out stepped Cosimo “Coz” MacKenna, the Speaker of the House of Representatives.

      Escorted by four MK-Ultra-trained guards, MacKenna entered through the glass doors. Freezing winter air swept in with him. The men on the sofa stood up in acknowledgment of his presence.

      “Gentlemen, take your seats.” He spoke with a smile, in feigned attempt at putting the men at ease. A palpable “presence of power” pressed against them as they sat back down onto their sofas.

      Into the room floated two monsters of enormous proportion. Each had three-foot-long fangs jutting upward from their jowls. They equaled the size and strength of Liwanu and Margrawl, who leered back at them. Days earlier, the Dark Lord, Satan himself, had dispatched these two from across the Atlantic as new escorts for Coz.

      Everyone sat down. Over the next hour, they discussed three objectives: First, the assassination of President Burkham—disguising his murder as a heart attack. Second, the forcing of Vice President Murray to refuse the presidency. And third, the placement of Coz MacKenna into the “temporary” role of caretaker president—promising America he would not run in the next election cycle.

      As the winter sun crept down the horizon that afternoon, every participant felt their confidence surge.

      

      Later that evening in Edgar’s dining room, the men feasted on roast beef, marinated potatoes, and fresh salads. The cooks chose every ingredient for flavor, nutritional value, and organic cleanliness. Wine flowed freely. Dessert followed, with all manner of pastries and pies, topped with whatever ice cream they desired.

      Filled and satisfied, the men retreated to the parlor for brandy, cigars, and hearty laughter. Each felt thrilled at the imminent prospect of world government. The placement of Coz in the presidency combined with the impending nuclear conflagration would soon fulfill this dream sought by so many for millennia.

      As Edgar sat chuckling beside Coz, his expression transitioned to a frown. “Once Burkham lies in the grave, we’ll need to tie up one more loose end,” he said.

      “Loose end?” Coz inquired.

      “Jackson Lincoln. We almost nabbed him in Bangkok of all places, but he slipped away yet again. The luck of that guy astounds me.”

      “I know,” Coz responded.

      “But… how could you know?” Edgar importuned.

      “They inform me. The Masters speak to me every day now. They keep me abreast of all they consider pertinent to my upcoming duties.”

      The Ascended Masters communicate everything with him now? Edgar pondered.

      As if reading Edgar’s mind, Cosimo responded. “Our Ascended Masters choose one man every generation for this privilege. They always have an individual ‘waiting in the wings’ so that whenever the opportunity for world governance arises, they can seize it immediately. I believe our time has finally arrived. I anticipate nothing standing in our way.

      “Not even Jackson Lincoln?” Edgar winked.

      “Not a worry,” Coz chuckled. “We’ll get ‘im before you know it.”

      Quite the positive-thinker, that Coz MacKenna, Edgar thought.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 99

          

          
            Land of Smiles

          

          People in the upper ranks

        

      

    

    
      Allen stepped out of the taxi one kilometer from Lek’s relatives’ house. Despite the unnerving phone call yesterday, he decided to try for a visit. He would need someone to get the word to Caleb about his need for a new ham radio.

      He decided to walk for a while before knocking on the door—the prospect of which agitated him. Strolling down a sidewalk, he observed shophouses manned by small-time Thai merchants eking out a living. Many grinned at him as he walked by. The charming people in this “Land of Smiles” warmed his heart. As he breathed in the spices of the street-food stands and the exhaust from the vans, trucks, cars, tuk-tuks, and motor scooters rushing by, nostalgia settled upon him. How he loved Thailand. He longed to bring Emily and the kids back—to return to their work among the human trafficking victims. Such a simpler time, with him so small in the grand scheme of world events.

      As he approached the house, he balked for a moment, halting on the narrow lane. A pickup truck rolled slowly by. Walking up the short walkway to the front door, he knocked.

      A man with a nervous expression peeped out a side window.

      Allen heard the lock jumble.

      The man opened the door and peeked his head out. In Thai, he asked Allen why he hadn’t come yesterday.

      “I felt nervous,” Allen answered honestly.

      The man seemed to understand. Fear clouded his gaze. Invisible demonic sprites clustered around his mind whispering, “Turn this foreigner away! Don’t let him in.”

      Carioch appeared behind Allen in full glory. The imps scattered.

      Allen took off his shoes as the man invited him in to take a seat on his vinyl sofa.

      Going into the kitchen, the host brought out a plate of fruit which he set on a glass coffee table. He sat down on an easy chair across from Allen. His hands trembled.

      After stilted small talk, Allen said to him, “I need your help.”

      “What kind of help?”

      “I need you to tell Lek in America to contact a man named ‘Caleb.’ Tell him Caleb needs to send me a new radio to your address.”

      “I can do that for you,” the man agreed.

      Allen tried to converse more, but his host seemed evasive. With an awkward smile, he stood to take his leave. “I’ll come back when the radio arrives,” Allen said.

      The man nodded as he opened the door.

      As Allen walked down the lane, he phoned his friend Chalerm, the Thai policeman who tried to rescue him at the airport.

      “Chalerm?” Allen spoke into the phone.

      “Yes?”

      “Allen here. So glad to hear your voice. I saw them fire on you. Did they hurt you badly?”

      “Just a small wound,” Chalerm spoke quietly. “I should get out of here in a day or two. How did you get away, Allen?”

      “It’ll take a long time to explain, but in all likelihood, you saved my life. Have you told the authorities about me? They haven’t mentioned me in the news.”

      “No,” Chalerm said, now whispering. “I… felt afraid that somebody might….” Chalerm paused.

      “Might what?”

      “That some people in the upper ranks might have a connection with these hoodlums. Do you know what I mean?”

      “I do. Has anybody asked you why the shooting even occurred?”

      “I told my boss that one of the men pulled a gun on me. He suspects these guys have mafia connections.”

      “They might actually,” Allen sighed.

      “Maybe we can get together sometime,” Chalerm offered. “After I get home from the hospital.”

      “Maybe someday,” Allen responded. “But for now, I have to stay way underground.”

      “I understand, my friend. After we hang up, please say a prayer for my wife, Nok. I think my injury might have hurt her more than it hurt me.”

      “I will, my friend,” Allen promised.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 100

          

          
            “How do we avoid World War Three?”

          

          MK-Ultra, “canceled”
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      President Burkham sat beside his translator, preparing for a video conference call with the Chinese state chairman.

      The chairman appeared on screen. After preliminary greetings, the Chinese leader spoke. “Mr. President, the ships of our two nations now sail within sight of one another on the Philippine Sea. One small spark could lead to full-scale conflict.”

      “I understand,” Burkham responded. “But you must know of our concern for security in the Western Pacific. We Americans grow alarmed that you will attempt to take Taiwan by force.”

      “And you Americans have no right to involve yourselves in our internal dispute with our renegade province!” The chairman lashed back.

      “Taiwan must remain democratic!” Burkham countered.

      The chairman—taken aback—stated in an almost conciliatory tone, “Mr. President, you must understand the pain we feel as a nation—divided for so long.”

      “I can consider that, but how do we avoid World War Three?”

      “We will pull our fishing trawlers away from your ships and return our submarines to patrol along our eastern coastline. But you must order your ships two hundred kilometers east of their present location.”

      “We can do that, Mr. Chairman. In twelve hours, I will tell our ships to proceed eastward. And at that same moment, your ships must sail west. Do you agree, Mr. Chairman?”

      “I agree, Mr. President.”

      “Today, Chairman Chou, I want also to move toward long-term peace. I propose an annual summit between China, the United States, and Taiwan. Will you agree to this?”

      “Mr. President, I need time to think about your proposal. Keep in mind, we Chinese yearn for Taiwan to return to our family fold. However, we do not desire full-scale war.”

      “I will await your response. And, I will also say this: We Americans admire the Chinese people and very much desire to live at peace with you.”

      The Three Warrior Angels stood shimmering beside the president as he closed off the conversation. “You did well,” one said. “You’ve pulled the world back from the brink of catastrophe and set both nations on a pathway to peace,” said another.

      Burkham smiled and thought, “Tomorrow I’ll call the President of Taiwan.”

      

      In Bangkok, two Network operatives sat in their room atop a luxury hotel on Sukhumvit Road. With most of their compadres dead and two surrounded by police in a Bangkok hospital, they grimaced bitterly.

      They had spent the past couple of days conferring with Maryland about the aftermath of the airport fiasco. A senior Maryland operative summarized headquarter’s orders: “With the two of you remaining, the primary directive still stands: ‘Apprehend the blogger.’”

      Having lost so many colleagues, most ordinary people might have questioned the order. But the term “ordinary” did not describe these two. Like Stephen Hood, they had undergone decades of indoctrination, mind-altering drugs, torture, and psychological bending under the MK-Ultra program. Like the thousands who had passed through that same gauntlet, they obeyed orders in near-robotic fashion.

      MK-Ultra, supposedly “canceled” following the 1973 Church Committee investigation in Congress, had only mushroomed since then.

      Dr. Ewen Cameron’s early “de-patterning” research of the 1950s and 60s—meant to reduce individuals to an infantile state—had advanced into acoustic heterodyne devices for shooting voices into people’s minds, electronic telepathy for brainwashing from a distance, and directed energy for changing a person’s physiology.

      These and much more had transformed MK-Ultra into the true monster of today.

      Thus these two MK-Ultra “products” on the top floor of a Bangkok hotel could cancel out all distractions in their search for the blogger—an enemy against all their overlords embodied.

      An operative in Maryland mentioned to the two on their laptop. “Stephen Hood landed in Bangkok yesterday.”

      “How did he get here!” One of the operatives fumed.

      “Not your concern. But I will give you his location. He might have a bead on the blogger. We think he might try to capture him. I don’t want Hood to know about you yet, but that could change soon. Shadow his movements.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “We’ll talk again tomorrow.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 101

          

          
            His idyllic family life

          

          Nefarious schemings in Central Asia

        

      

    

    
      That evening, Stephen Hood lay on his hotel bed. During the past several hours, vast stretches of his early life history, in vivid detail, had surfaced to his consciousness. He recalled details of his idyllic family life before his childhood abduction. He also recollected the MK-Ultra “classes” in which operatives put him through endless psychological manipulation—and torture—to realign his neural pathways toward total submission.

      From his memories that afternoon and evening, he pieced together an estimate of his current age. “Thirty-two,” he surmised. No idea about his actual birthdate though.

      The Archangel stood beside him, allowing Stephen’s memories to emerge unhindered.

      At 7:30 that evening, Stephen glanced at the app tracking Allen’s movements. He observed the blinking dot settling in eastern Bangkok, a district called Min Buri. “Maybe I’ll go after him tomorrow,” he thought half-heartedly.

      He had never felt so rested—despite his traumatic recollections. “I wouldn’t mind more of this,” he mumbled as he fell into a dreamless sleep.

      

      Allen knew he would have to wait a while to hear back from Caleb, so he found another hotel—in the Min Buri District—and settled in there. As evening approached, he scrolled through his contacts, locating the name “Fazli Paracha”—a Pakistani refugee who lived in Bangkok with his wife and two daughters.

      

      Allen and Emily had met Fazli and Rahmi at a Bangkok church four years ago.

      The Parachas had told them of the plight of Pakistani Christian refugees in Bangkok. With the rise of Islamic extremism in Pakistan, Christians had become targets. Greedy individuals wanting expand their property often heaped accusations on Christian Pakistani neighbors, forcing them to flee Pakistan. After arriving in Bangkok, the Christians would “go on the lam”—staying in Bangkok long after their visas expired. With the property in Pakistan abandoned, a neighbor would swoop in and take it over.

      Pakistani refugees in Thailand could not work legally.

      Also, Thai immigration authorities conducted periodic “sweeps,” nabbing refugees and sending them to detention centers—often for years.

      Learning of the Paracha family’s dire situation then, Allen and Emily decided to help. Capitalizing on Rahmi’s cooking skills, they asked expatriates they knew to buy meals from her. Rahmi’s spicy curries, chicken, potatoes, lentils, and samosas enabled the family to survive in their tiny apartment. She continued to sell the Pakistani meals even after Allen and Emily had left Thailand.

      From his hotel in Min Buri, Allen gave Fazli a call.

      “Hello, Brother Allen!” Fazli answered in surprised excitement.

      After a short but happy conversation, they agreed to meet the next day.

      

      Showering in his hotel later that evening, Allen reflected on the ironies of history that had enabled him to meet Fazli.

      For generations in Pakistan, Christian minorities had lived at peace alongside their Muslim neighbors. But a few decades ago, the Network’s long tentacles had slithered in and destroyed this religious tranquility.

      During the 1970s, the Golden Triangle of Southeast Asia had experienced terrible droughts, drying up opium crops. Thus the Network lost a huge source of revenue. No longer would it have the heroin to ship, via its circuitous route, to the inner-city ghettos of America.

      Since it would need a new swath of fertile land for poppy cultivation, the Network’s lustful gaze alighted upon the fertile Helmand Valley of Afghanistan. That troubled land of warlords, tribal enmity, and Soviet infiltration looked like a ripe plum ready to fall into its hands. So in mid-1979, the CIA instigated Operation Cyclone, the funding of radical Muslim mujahideen guerrillas against the Soviet-friendly government of Afghanistan. This proved intolerable to the Soviets, who invaded at the end of that year, kicking off an horrific ten-year war that killed millions.

      U.S. syndicates under the Network’s orbit gave the University of Nebraska millions of dollars to print huge numbers of Islamic Madras textbooks in the local Afghani languages. They distributed multitudinous copies throughout Afghanistan and Pakistan. The Islamic fundamentalist rage that ensued hammered the Soviet invaders until they gave up and left in 1989.

      The Network could have weakened the Soviets by simply turning off its hundreds of billions of dollars in easy credit from American bankers to them. They also could have stopped shipping them low-priced American wheat and industrial equipment. But peace with the Soviets would have eliminated trillions of dollars in war profiteering for the Network’s military-industrial complex.

      After the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan in 1989, these American-printed textbooks provided the ideological seedbed for the newly forming Taliban. Thus the billions of dollars of Network funding over the past decades had succeeded in transforming Afghanistan, as well as neighboring Pakistan, into the fanatical Islamic societies of today.

      

      In Allen’s mind, his enemies’ nefarious schemings in Central Asia had caused one small victim, Fazli, to become his dear friend. Now, he thought sardonically, This helpless family of Pakistani refugees, by protecting me, could help me keep striking powerful blows—with my blog—against these villains.

      He smiled grimly at the irony as a Bible verse flashed into his mind. But as for you, ye thought evil against me; but God meant it unto good, to bring to pass, as it is this day, to save much people alive (Genesis 50:20). “Oh Lord!” Allen cried out, “please use this blog to ‘save much people alive’—to open their eyes to the true enemy seeking to destroy them and to turn them towards the only One who can save them!”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 102

          

          
            “You piece of junk!”

          

          “Open up, Hood!”

        

      

    

    
      The demon-imp assigned to Deputy Johnny Ferrell at Sheriff Tinsley’s office in Petersburg, Virginia, stood on his shoulder, whispering into his brain, “You piece of junk! You failure!”

      The Network had ceased funding Ferrell a week ago, not wanting to waste any more money on him. Thus, the demons assigned to him for tracking the blogger had moved on to a more useful human host—all except for this one little fiend.

      Smarting over this major loss to his income, Ferrell walked into the Sheriff’s office that morning. He passed by Caleb Daugherty, who sat on a lounge chair. The imp jabbed Ferrell in his skull, forcing him to stop and stare at Caleb.

      “Hey!” Ferrell snapped at Caleb, “Why do you keep coming in here every day?”

      Taken aback, Caleb answered, “Sheriff Tinsley allows me in here.”

      “Do you think you own him? We’ve got work to do!”

      “Deputy Ferrell, have I done something to offend you?” Caleb entreated, nonplussed.

      “They’ll get that blogger of yours,” the imp spoke through Ferrell’s mouth, changing the subject.

      “How can you say that, Deputy Ferrell!”

      “Because I know… I know,” the imp/Ferrell nodded.

      “You know what!” Caleb demanded.

      But Ferrell turned on his heels and walked away, leaving Caleb shocked and flabbergasted.

      “Of all the bizarre...” Caleb started.

      Sheriff Tinsley stepped in.

      “Sheriff, your Deputy Ferrell….”

      “Say no more.” Tinsley interrupted. “We might send that guy on a leave of absence soon.”

      “I can see why!”

      After conversing with the Sheriff, Caleb gave Jessica a call. “Hey, let’s meet at the Pad Thai Garden today. The owner invited me over for a free meal.”

      “A free meal?”

      “Yes, he said he wants to talk.”

      “Let’s do that.”

      At one o’clock, the three met at a corner booth in the restaurant.

      “My relative in Thailand called me yesterday about Allen,” Lek shared.

      “So glad to hear something from him, finally!” Caleb exclaimed. With Allen incognito for so many days, Caleb had felt desperate to know of his whereabouts.

      “My relative told me he looks healthy. He also said Allen asked for you to send him a new radio. I don’t know what that means.”

      “Now I know why I haven’t heard from him in so long. Lek, did your relative say anything about the fake FBI agent visiting him?”

      “When I asked him about that, he stopped talking.”

      “It sounds like the thug must have gotten to him,” Caleb said.

      “Yes, I suppose so.”

      “I feel responsible for bringing this danger on you and your family, Lek.”

      “I wanted to help Allen just like you,” Lek responded. “I think, instead, we should blame ‘them.’”

      “I hear you,” Caleb agreed.

      “As soon as we send Allen his new radio,” Jessica interjected, “I can send him the contact information about the Chinese refugees in Bangkok. I got it from Grace Lee and her pastor.”

      “Let’s send the radio right away!” Caleb enthused.

      

      Bang, bang, bang. “Open up, Hood!”

      The two operatives hammered on Stephen Hood’s hotel room door in Bangkok, rousing him out of his blissful slumber. Their bosses in Maryland had grown concerned about Hood’s inactivity and told them to confront him.

      The Archangel guarding Stephen leaped toward the doorway, but as soon as his sword left its scabbard, two enormous demons entered through the walls. One of them batted away the Archangel’s weapon, sending it flying and spinning miles into the northwestern sky. “Go get it,” one mocked, as the two filled the room with their presence.

      “I’ll have to leave you now,” the Archangel lamented to Stephen, “but I shall return when I regain my sword and my strength.” He sensed that the prayers of the saints had waned of late. So off he flew to retrieve his weapon, which had landed near the Bridge over the River Kwai in Kanchanaburi Province, 150 kilometers northwest of Bangkok.

      Hood sprang to his feet. Should I fight? he thought frantically. He reached for his pistol, but the two demon monsters crowded in, submerging his mind in their spiritual power. “Put it down!” they rumbled like locomotives into his psyche.

      He returned the pistol to his pocket and opened the hotel room door. The two men shoved their way in, shut the door, and pointed the barrels of their semiautomatics inches from Hood’s face. They had brought their weapons on a Network jet—no need for any tiny reassembled piece like his.

      “Did you think for a moment you could ever get away from us?” One sneered in a mocking tone.

      “Now why would such a thought ever cross my mind!” Hood sneered back.

      “Before we bring you in for your failure to report to West Virginia,” one snarled—his sweating face inches from Hood’s—“I want you to tell me about the blogger. We know you have something on him.”

      The blogger… the blogger. As if waking from a dream, Hood returned to the realization of why he had even come to Bangkok. Like ascending an elevator in a coal mine shaft, his consciousness awoke. His dreamlike state of the past sixteen hours ceased and his instincts returned.

      The two gigantic spirits pressed their warty faces so close to Hood that the spiritual “smoke” emanating from them almost choked him. “Tell us,” one of them hissed. “Tell us where to find—and to kill—this blogger.”

      Conflict churned inside Stephen Hood. He longed to retreat to the memories of his past identity, to lie down upon his bed again. But the two goons, glowering at him with weapons in hand, had removed that option.

      “You do know the location of the blogger, don’t you!”

      “Grab a chair,” Hood groused, reasserting his normal tough-as-nails demeanor.

      One of them pulled over a desk chair and sat down. The other grabbed a hotel sofa chair. Both holstered their pistols. “Talk!”

      “To think I could escape the Network. Silly me!” Hood scoffed.

      “Yeah, silly you!” One scoffed back. “And if you want to keep your lousy carcass alive, you’d better show us where to find the blogger—now!”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 103

          

          
            Emergency meeting

          

          Übermensch

        

      

    

    
      President Leonard R. Burkham wanted to make history. He had just gotten off a teleconference call with the president of Taiwan. She agreed to the three-party summit idea. The Chinese Premier had also agreed. The three leaders planned to meet at Camp David in Frederick County, Maryland, within two months. Each hoped for a long-term peace solution in the Western Pacific.

      

      The demons Liwanu and Margrawl the Terror did not share this hope—nor did Edgar Bundy Russell. Burkham’s unprecedented boldness had jolted the bankers. Doubt had replaced the certainty engendered at the meeting in West Virginia.

      Edgar called an emergency meeting in the grand ballroom of the Watergate Hotel in Washington, D.C. Pouring hundreds of thousands of dollars into the meeting’s security, he sealed it off from all onlookers, including the president’s people.

      Liwanu, Margrawl, and almost a thousand other demons crammed into the chamber. The ten bankers huddled in its center.

      Paul Hölzer commenced their deliberation. “With the president’s peace intentions, the Event we’ve planned these many decades could fail at the last moment.”

      “War brought us to our high station,” Edgar added. “But Burkham’s ‘peace overtures’ would leave our ambitions unrealized. And worst of all, our Ascended Masters, in their fury, could remove us from our places.”

      The other bankers nodded in agreement. The demons inside them toggled their heads back and forth like so many bobble-headed dolls.

      “Gentlemen,” Edgar continued, “President Burkham will have to depart from office sooner than we had planned. We will allow Vice President Murray to stand in for a short interlude. Then we will ‘encourage’ him to step down. Cosimo MacKenna will take his place soon afterwards.”

      “How can we take out a sitting president without someone tracing the blame back to us?” Jean Lampart of Switzerland entreated. One of the invisible monsters behind him smacked the back of his head with such force that he found himself faint with the “stuffiness” of the room. “You’ll have to excuse me, gentlemen. I don’t feel well.” Lampart retired that evening to his hotel room for valium and shots of whisky.

      With Lampart’s departure, the nine bankers agreed they must, with all speed, pursue the assassination of President Burkham.

      Edgar pointed toward an elegant doorway at the far end of the ballroom. On cue, a Network assistant opened it. Into the room strode three thick men in pressed suits. Each wore Secret Service listening devices in their ears—MK-Ultra Übermensch (supermen), fabricated to perfection.

      The three human automatons stopped within six feet of the nine bankers’ dining table—standing at attention. “These ‘Secret Service Agents’ will take care of Burkham,” Edgar gestured. “We will build the Marine base in Taiwan. Any objections?”

      Not one opposed.

      

      In the Oval Office, President Burkham conferred a meeting of his most trusted cabinet officials. He asked each to affirm his stance of peace toward China. All agreed.

      “I’ll now share other news. It must remain confidential,” Burkham stated.

      The cabinet members leaned in to listen.

      “I believe certain members of the banking establishment might want to… to remove me.”

      “Remove you?” several gasped.

      “They want me dead,” the president stated point-blank.

      Several cabinet members blanched. Others shook their heads in disbelief. “But what about the Secret Service,” the Secretary of Agriculture importuned. “I thought they could stop anyone from getting to you!”

      Burkham gave him a laconic stare and mumbled, “Someone once commented about JFK, that you’ll know who took out the president by learning who controlled his security apparatus.”

      He dismissed his Cabinet.

      One of the Three mighty angels standing behind Burkham spoke, “We will strive to protect you—with all our strength.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 104

          

          
            Overriding the President

          

          “The prayers of the saints have wained!”

        

      

    

    
      “Admiral, I’d like an update.” General Benedict Lemnitzer spoke over a secure line to Commander in Chief, Pacific Fleet (CINCPACFLT).

      CINCPACFLT responded, “PHIBRON 15 has begun steaming east at twelve knots.”

      “Admiral, the president has decided to take advantage of this situation—military advantage.”

      “But General, he just announced plans for a Peace Summit with China. I don’t understand.”

      “Admiral, nobody believes the media these days—and neither should you. The president orders the rendezvous of PHIBRON 15 with our two carrier battlegroups to a point twenty miles east of Taiwan. There, we will helicopter in the Marines to begin construction of the base.”

      “Does Taiwan know about this?” The Admiral asked, dumbfounded. “I thought they agreed to the Peace Summit, also.”

      “Don’t you worry about the Taiwanese, Admiral.”

      Edgar & Company had met online with Taiwanese Central banking officials and threatened to cease all dollar transactions if the Taiwanese government resisted their plans. Word of this percolated to the Taiwanese president, who wilted under the pressure. She fell into line.

      “Admiral, one more thing,” the General continued. “I want you to contact Submarine Force, U.S. Pacific Fleet (COMSUBPAC). Have him assign every submarine he can muster to protect the carriers. I want him tracking any Chinese sub within a hundred miles of our ships. After I get off the horn with you, I’ll contact Commander, Pacific Air Forces. We’ll have enough F-35s in the region to blanket the skies over Taiwan.”

      “Yes, sir,” the Admiral responded.

      “You sound hesitant.”

      “I feel hesitant, General. It seems like a dangerous maneuver by the president after his peace overtures toward China—like stabbing them in the back.”

      “Rather than sharing your feelings, Admiral, you will follow the president’s orders.” General Lemnitzer stated.

      “Yes, sir.”

      

      Within hours, two carrier strike forces and Amphibious Squadron 15 began steaming to a point east of Taiwan. Air Force F-35As based in the continental United States screamed across the northern Pacific skies toward Andersen Air Force Base, Guam.

      “Let’s see how Burkham handles this.” General Lemnitzer chortled.

      

      Edgar Bundy Russell phoned President Burkham.

      Burkham’s personal secretary answered.

      “Edgar here. Get me the president.”

      “The president went down to bed two hours ago, sir.”

      “World War Three could commence any moment. Get him up, now.”

      “Yes, sir. Right away, sir!”

      Within minutes, the president got on the line, “Yes, Edgar.”

      “An hour ago, General Lemnitzer….”

      “Oh, no!”

      “An hour ago, the General ordered two carrier battlegroups and PHIBRON 15 to rendezvous east of Taiwan.”

      “Oh, no!” Burkham repeated, his mouth like cotton.

      “I’d call it a brilliant maneuver, Mr. President. The Chinese will never know what hit ‘em. Imagine them now, gearing up for peace talks—for your ‘Peace Summit.’ Before they even suspect it, we’ll pounce on ‘em. The eagle tearing into the dragon and all that.”

      As President Burkham choked to respond, Liwanu, Margrawl the Terror, and hundreds of other creatures streamed into the Oval Office, tearing into the Three Mighty Angels and their entourage with bright red scimitars.

      “Oh, how the prayers of the saints have wained!” One of the Three lamented as the demons forced the angels away from the president’s side.

      The Chinese and American believers, in celebration over the upcoming Peace Summit, had slackened their prayers.

      Aboard the American and Chinese vessels, demons battled back for control. Angels fled into the sky as evil spirits reasserted their control over the ships.

      One monstrous creature roared toward the departing angels, “No ‘prayers’ of any weak-hearted fools will thwart our plans. Our Network will dominate all the peoples of the earth—united under one ruler. A ruler enthroned by the ‘Angel of Light,’ himself!”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 105

          

          
            A world-class Bangkok traffic jam

          

          Bottom of the sewer

        

      

    

    
      As the president wrung his hands, Allen Grady finished a breakfast of steaming fried rice with a fried egg on top.

      Three kilometers away, a taxi driver carried Stephen Hood and the other two Network men toward Allen’s location. On Hood’s phone, they viewed the blinking light from Allen’s phone.

      “Faster!” The operative sitting in front snarled at the Thai driver. The driver laughed nervously. He did not like these three men crowding his cab. He decided to take a “shortcut” down a narrow lane, easing into the rear of a world-class Bangkok traffic jam.

      The agitation of the operatives increased as they stared at their watches. Their big bodies overwhelmed the A/C in the ancient vehicle. With the engine on idle, the aged compressor could no longer keep up with the rising heat.

      “So sorry. Bangkok traffic jam.” The driver shrugged with a smile.

      The two thugs scowled at one another while Stephen gazed distractedly out his window.

      As they steamed inside the taxi, one of them blurted out, “Hey, he started moving!” The blinking light on Hood’s phone had slid toward a street corner on the map.

      The operatives faced a dilemma: Should they stay in the taxi to wait out the traffic jam? Or should they jump out and run to the nearest Skytrain station? A twenty-minute walk. They decided to wait.

      

      Allen, satisfied with his Thai breakfast, had boarded a taxi, which he rode toward the home of his Pakistani friend.

      Fazli Paracha lived in a studio apartment with his wife and two daughters. How they’ve managed to live in such small quarters all these years, I can’t imagine, Allen thought. He called on his phone, “Hello, Fazli?”

      “Yes?”

      “I should arrive around 10:30.”

      “So good to hear, Allen! My wife and the girls can’t wait to see you!”

      As Allen hung up, he noted a sea of red lights in front of his taxi—a traffic jam.

      After five minutes of immobility, he texted Fazli. “I won’t make it by 10:30 after all. Traffic.”

      

      “Finally, he stopped!” One of the operatives exclaimed as the vehicles in front of their taxi began to disentangle. “It looks like we can get to him.”

      

      Carioch swooped around Allen’s vehicle in trepidation. Sensing something amiss, he scanned ahead, then to the left, and then to the rear—nothing. He scanned right. On a sidewalk crowded with umbrella stalls selling every manner of street food, he spotted three big men striding through a crowd of Thai pedestrians. He also saw two massive demons escorting them.

      Carioch floated inside the taxi. A flash of a thought came into Allen’s mind. “Turn your head right!”

      Allen looked right. No mistaking it. Fifty meters away, he beheld three men fumbling toward him. They looked like the goons he had encountered at the airport. As quick as a thought, he tossed money into the taxi’s front seat. Exiting the taxi through the left passenger door, he scurried through lanes clogged with vehicles until he made it to the sidewalk, laden with street stalls, opposite the men.

      One of the operatives looked at the blinking light on Hood’s phone. “He started moving again!” he shouted. Looking up, he spotted Allen across the eight-lane boulevard, struggling through myriads of Thai pedestrians and stalls on the opposite sidewalk. “Get him!” He shouted.

      The two operatives started across the street, dodging cars, motorcycles, and three-wheeled tuk-tuks as Stephen Hood mechanically, robotically, followed close behind. He emulated their steps but remained barely conscious of their intentions.

      “Hurry!” they yelled to Hood.

      Allen skirted alongside a succession of four-story shophouses adjacent to the sidewalk as he glanced back at the three men. He noticed an alley wide enough for only a motor scooter to pass through. He raced toward it, almost plowing head-on into a motorcycle taxi driver as he wended his way out of the alley.

      Hyperventilating, he exclaimed to the motorcyclist, “Please! Take me to the nearest Skytrain station!” The man nodded and Allen jumped onto the back of the bike.

      The two roared off. The driver weaved at breakneck speed across the crowded sidewalk. He bumped over the curb onto the street jam-packed with cars and scooters.

      Allen felt a wave of comfort as he listened to the whine of the engine. It zipped past taxis, diesel trucks, cars, and zillions of other motorcycles. Looking behind, he viewed the bobbing heads of the three hoodlums traversing through the maze of pedestrians and vehicles.

      I gotta give this driver a tip! he exclaimed to himself.

      When the motorcycle arrived at a Skytrain station, Allen asked him to go further to the next one. He promised to pay 200 baht—far above the normal fare.

      They arrived at an escalator near the street. Allen shoved two pink hundred-baht bills into the man’s glove and vaulted up the moving stairway. Paying for his ticket at a kiosk, he swiped it at a turnstile and ran up a second escalator to the train platform. He jumped aboard a just-arriving train. As he sat down on one of its yellow seats, he caught his breath.

      Carioch floated inside the train car, scanning for enemies who might have joined them.

      How in the world did they find me on that crowded street? Allen asked himself. Out of instinct, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his device. “My phone! But how in the world! I just bought it. A dozen theories passed through his mind.

      As he rode to the third station, he texted Fazli, asking him to prop open a first-floor side exit at his apartment building. He wanted to avoid entering through the lobby.

      Riding to the third station, he got off and used his taxi-app to hail a driver with his phone to Fazli’s apartment. Within minutes he arrived. He found the side exit propped open and vaulted up a grimy, graffitied stairwell to the fourth floor.

      “Allen! So glad to see you!” Fazli exclaimed, as he opened the door and embraced him. His wife and daughters gathered around, brimming with smiles and laughter.

      While he yearned to savor the moment, Allen felt the urgency of terror. He knew the goons could track him here.

      “Fazli, I can’t stay! I know this sounds crazy, but some bad men want to find me. They can track me to this location. I think they used my phone. Please, come with me downstairs. I need your help.”

      “I will try to help,” his bewildered friend responded.

      Hastening downstairs, they went outside through the same exit.

      Allen scanned for any sign of his pursuers. “Fazli. Please, take my phone. I’ll explain everything later.”

      “Okay, Allen. What do you want me to do with it?”

      “Here, I’ll give you a thousand baht. Take a taxi and go far away from here. We can’t let anyone find this phone. You need to throw it deep into a sewer.”

      “Where will you go?”

      “I’ll find the nearest mall, and buy another phone. I’ll contact you again. Hopefully, they won’t track that phone!”

      “Anything else?” Fazli asked.

      “No, nothing more… Fazli, I know this all sounds crazy, but I’ll explain when we get together again.”

      “I understand.”

      “You have to hurry. These men could show up any minute!”

      They both went their separate ways.

      

      With no phone in hand, Allen felt a combination of freedom and blindness as he wended his way through the sidewalks and city streets. Having no clue where to turn, he asked a passerby for directions to the nearest train station. After several wrong turns, he found his way down an escalator into an MRT subway station and headed back to the mall where he had purchased his first phone.

      

      Fazli decided to get creative. After taking a taxi to the nearest Skytrain station, he boarded a train. Passing ten stations, he stepped off. Using a tool in his pocket knife, he popped the SIM card out of the phone. He flicked it over a railing to a mega-busy intersection below. Taking another train through four more stations, he debarked and got into a taxi. At a major intersection, he got out and found a gutter. Dropping the phone on the sidewalk, he stomped on it. Then he slid its mangled remains through the grating, hearing a splash when it hit the bottom of the sewer.

      “That should keep them off Allen’s tracks,” he exalted with a grin.

      

      The two operatives, along with Stephen, continued to track the blinking light until it flickered, faded, and died. They made their way to its last known location, finding nothing. Gazing at hundreds of cars, trucks, motorcycles, and tuk-tuks zooming by, one of the operatives observed. “Well, Hood, your bad luck just rubbed off on us!”

      “But we did find something,” the other commented. “We could tell from the smartphone that the blogger stopped at an apartment building before his phone moved again. Maybe he’ll come back there. Let’s scope out the place.”

      “Good idea.”

      

      Allen bought another used cell phone. He texted Lek’s relative: “Did you get anything from Virginia?”

      “Yes, come tomorrow,” came the terse reply.

      “Thank you,” Allen texted. “I’ll stop by to pick it up.”

      He then texted Fazli, “I got the new phone.”

      “Please, don’t come to my apartment,” Fazil replied. “From my window, I spotted three big men outside the building.”

      “We’ll get together another time,” Allen texted. He yearned to meet with Fazli—to explain everything.

      That evening, he found another hotel where he spent a fitful night of sleep. Staring at the ceiling, he felt so alone. He longed to reunite with Emily and the kids. In this city, he needed people to guard him, to encourage him, and—if necessary—to rush him to another location.

      Carioch unsheathed his sword inside the hotel room—ready to strike any enemy. Yet he doubted his ability to stand against a concerted onslaught.
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            The Second Battle of the Philippine Sea

          

          A dorsal fin

        

      

    

    
      The beads of sweat on General Secretary Chou Zhu Ho’s forehead shone distinctly—like so many tiny diamonds. Or at least the Admiral next to him thought so. The two men, along with two dozen flag officers, stared at arrays of monitors in the Chinese command center.

      “Peace! Peace!” The chairman spat in contempt. “President Burkham betrayed us! No more negotiations! No more ‘summits!’ No more ‘peace talks!’ We will take Taiwan! We will begin our invasion this week or die trying! No more delays!”

      “But sir,” an advisor piped in, “we must consider the fact that President Burkham likely did not make this decision. Someone else may have instigated this. Someone unknown to us.” This advisor had gathered several degrees during ten years attending Harvard and MIT. He had also spent three years researching international relations at American University in Washington.

      “You want me to believe,” the chairman groused, “that these so-called ‘democratic’ American leaders have someone above them—controlling them?”

      “Yes, Chairman Chou.”

      “Well, regardless of who ordered those ships toward Taiwan, I don’t care anymore.  I’ve had enough of them all! These China-hating Americans treat us like dirt. They think they can run roughshod over us—like the British during their Opium Wars.

      “Admiral!” Chairman Chou barked. “I want you to order as many destroyers and cruisers as you can to steam toward the American battlegroups. We have more ships than the Americans now. Let’s use them! And send the submarines. We will blow them out of the water!”

      

      Deep in the bowels of the Pentagon at the National Military Command Center (NMCC) sat the president and General Benedict R. Lemnitzer. Several flag officers stood around them. Everyone there knew who ran the show.

      By President Burkham “going rogue” against the Establishment, he had, in effect, abdicated his authority—relinquishing it to Lemnitzer.

      Presidents in succession before him had conformed to the elites, usually even counting themselves among them. Thus they had carried out accepted protocols while pretending to the people that their policies emanated from them alone.

      Burkham sat immobilized—castrated really. Fear mixed with impotent anger coursed through his nerves. While he retained titular power, all decisions flew hither and yon now above his head.

      All around him, evil spirits crowded—some whispering, some shouting into his mind. “Give it up! You’ve lost! You rebellious fool! We’ve conquered you!”

      The personnel in the NMCC cast furtive glances in his direction, some with pity, but most with contempt. How dare he challenge the demands of his benefactors! What disloyalty and ungratefulness! This president, in their eyes, had disgraced himself. The Establishmentarians had given him his position of power. And now, look how he had repaid them. He had attempted to side-step his overlords—to deviate from their clear-eyed goal: the control of all mankind under a One World Ruler.

      

      The three American naval squadrons—PHIBRON 15 plus the two carrier battlegroups—converged toward Taiwan. Over one hundred Chinese surface combatant vessels and submarines sped at fifteen knots toward the American fleet.

      If both forces maintained course and speed, they would meet about fifty miles to the southeast of Taiwan on the Philippine Sea.

      Onboard the two big carriers, F-35Cs and F-18s screamed off the flight decks en route to the Chinese surface ships. Air Force F-35As took off westward from Guam toward the southeastern coast of China. From Okinawa, Marine Corps F-35Bs added to their forces.  The pilots intended to scan for any signs of the Chinese truck-mounted mobile ballistic missile systems.

      The U.S. Army’s Integrated Battle Command System (ICBS) would combine the Terminal High Altitude Missile Defense (THAAD) system based in South Korea with the Sentinel radar and Patriot Missile targeting systems. Those would integrate with the F-35s’ sensors to create an electronic “mesh.” With this, they hoped to thwart the Chinese DF ballistic missiles. But the truck-mounted launchers could prove difficult to target.

      General Lemnitzer had not yet authorized any ships or aircraft in the region to initiate combat. But with the Chinese ships and planes now fast approaching, everyone onboard predicted no other scenario.

      From the Xiapu Air base northwest of Taiwan, the Chinese sortied fifteen Chengdu J-20 stealth fighters. These flew in the direction of the three American naval squadrons. Within minutes, the two American carriers catapulted twenty-two F/A-18 and F-35C Combat Air Patrol (CAP) aircraft. From the flight deck of the amphibious assault ship, the USS Inchon, another eight F-35Bs soared into the sky.

      Soon afterwards, the Americans detected thirty more Chinese J-20s taking off from air bases further inland. While those aircraft closed over the western Philippine Sea, sixty American F-35As took off from Guam and Okinawa.

      The Chinese fired first. American radar units in Korea and at the Pine Gap sensor station in Central Australia detected forty ballistic missiles lifting off from DF mobile sites. Twenty of them rocketed toward the Inchon and the two larger carriers. The other twenty screamed toward Anderson Air Force Base, Guam.

      The American jets fired a barrage of long-range AMRAAM air-to-air missiles toward the Chinese J-20s. At the same time, the U.S. THAAD system in South Korea shot off rocket interceptors toward the Chinese ballistic missiles. Vertical-launched missiles from the U.S. cruisers, destroyers, and submarines in the carrier strike forces streaked toward the Chinese projectiles. Patriot missile interceptors from Guam also joined them.

      Programmed to hit the Chinese rockets during their initial launch phase, the THAAD missiles and the AEGIS ship-based SM-6 missiles exploded over several DF sites. They took out twenty-two of the DF rockets in their initial flight path. But seven Chinese DF rockets sped undamaged toward the Navy ships. Eleven more flew at five times the speed of sound toward Guam, giving the Air Force personnel in Guam only seconds to attempt an intercept. Patriot missiles launched from Guam took out six rockets over the Philippine Sea, but the other five made it to the island, obliterating the air base.

      The seven Chinese missiles flying toward the U.S. ships met barrages of uranium-tipped bullets spewed out of six-barreled CIWS Gatling Guns. Three got through, including one headed for the USS Andrew Hull Foote. Onboard the Foote, two CIWS Gatling Guns roared like chainsaws as a missile came in. An explosive plume lit up the sky as the bullets hit the missile. The flaming mass continued its momentum toward the ship. The debris slammed into the Foote’s starboard side, setting off multiple explosions topside. The debris also destroyed the starboard side AEGIS phased array radar and smashed inside the Combat Information Center. Shards of glass and metal on the starboard side of the bridge killed three sailors.

      With ears ringing, Captain Collins grabbed the 1MC microphone. “I want damage assessments from all departments! Work the problem!”

      Dozens of fires raged over the upper decks. Damage control procedures went into effect. Sailors grabbed fire hoses and chemical fire retardants.

      One fire on the forecastle proved especially troubling. The tops of three missile bays had buckled from the debris’ impact. This allowed rocket fuel from the Chinese projectile to splash into the vertical missile tubes. Burning liquid seeped inside.

      The sailors tried to douse the fires with foam and Purple-K powder. But then propellant from one of the Foote’s SM-6 missiles ignited. This caused it to launch toward the metal cover above. While it did not explode, its burning, white-hot propellent fountained upward from the Foote’s forecastle. Two sailors died in an instant. Others sustained terrible burns.

      Nearly blinded by the flash of light through the bridge window, Commander Collins shouted on the 1MC for more firefighters to ascend topside. He feared this new fire would threaten the structural integrity of the forecastle.

      As the white fire roared, he quickly realized that other missiles would soon ignite—setting off a chain reaction.

      “Belay that order!” He shouted into the 1MC. “Do not, I repeat, do not go forward to the forecastle! All hands abandon ship! Release life rafts! Get off before the whole ship blows!”

      Upon his command, the sailors below decks streamed up the ladders to topside. “Everyone off the bridge!” he shouted to crew members around him. “I’ll stay aboard till the last minute to maintain course and speed.”

      “Are you sure, Captain?” A chief petty officer yelled.

      “All of you abandon ship, as I ordered! As soon as everyone’s off, I’ll throttle to flank speed and dive off!”

      “Yes, sir!” They shouted.

      Sailors on the catwalks hammered the release mechanisms of the MK-6 encapsulated life rafts hanging over the sides. Dozens of the barrel-shaped capsules tumbled into the water, where they sank several feet. Depth-detection mechanisms on each triggered their inflation. Men by the dozens jumped into the Pacific waters and swam toward the round, covered rafts as they popped up to the water’s surface.

      Captain Collins watched the fire on the forecastle increase in size. He knew that any minute, the front half of the ship would explode into a fireball. “Everyone off the ship, now!” He shouted into the 1MC. “In exactly thirty seconds, I will accelerate to flank speed to move the ship away from everyone in the water!”

      Crew members scurried to the catwalks where they jumped over the chained railings into the seawater. Sailors already in the rafts grabbed the sailors flailing in the waves. Those still on board the Foote grabbed their injured shipmates and hauled them overboard as well.

      Seconds after the last man jumped, Captain Collins announced on the 1MC, “Engines ahead flank!” He slammed the throttle all the way forward and steadied the helm on a straight course. The propeller blades pivoted on their shafts, accelerating the ship to more than thirty knots. Collins exited the bridge and ran down the ladder to the starboard side toward the stern. Behind him on the forecastle, he heard a tremendous explosion. He ran for his life to the nearest catwalk over the water and dived in, somersaulting before he slammed into the salty brine. As soon as he hit the surface, he stroked with all his might away from the ship. But the suction from its speeding hull drew him inward. He feared the current would pull him under, into the propellor blades. Just as he thought the force would suck him down, the ship’s stern cleared him. The remnant rooster tail left behind by the churning propellors jostled him like a cork in a hurricane. It forced him first up and then down twenty feet below. He sucked in seawater as he clawed his way to the surface. The buoyancy of his life jacket helped pull him upward. He broke through the surface with a gasp of air, finding himself alone in the ocean, surrounded by blue-tinted foam.

      He heard a gigantic explosion. Turning, he saw the Foote detonate into a tower of fire and metal. He ducked his head below the surface as the wreckage fell into the water. Thankfully, none of it struck him.

      Pulling his head out of the water, Collins fingered the plastic container of fluorescent dye on his life jacket, releasing its liquid into the water.

      He estimated he had accelerated about four hundred yards ahead of the lifeboats before jumping. As he bobbed in the waves, he scanned the horizon for any signs of the rubber rafts, but he couldn’t spot them. With three-foot waves undulating around him, he couldn’t see beyond his location. With the water temperature at sixty degrees, he knew he couldn’t survive for more than a few hours. His teeth began to chatter and his body shivered.

      

      As Captain Collins battled to stay alive in the Pacific waves, the jets and missiles from both enemies continued to rocket toward one another. For the next hour, the outcome remained in doubt. But after calls from America, Japan entered the fray with its fighters and missiles. Australian F-35s and F-16s also joined—along with American B-52 bombers from the Tindal base in northern Australia. The entrance of the additional forces tipped the balance against the Chinese. Their remaining fighters turned tail and flew inland.

      

      The Chinese lost more than forty surface combatants and submarines. They also lost more than a hundred aircraft and at least four thousand men at sea, in the air, and on land near the missile launch sites.

      The Americans lost ten aircraft including an E-2C Hawkeye radar-scanner from one of the carriers. This almost matched the “thirteen to one ratio” planners had predicted in wargaming.

      The Americans also lost five ships including the Foote, as well as almost eight hundred sailors and airmen.

      The F-35s from the Americans, and later from the Japanese and Australians, had proved the decisive factor. Their stealth enabled many of them to penetrate deep into China and take out numerous DF missile sites. This prevented the Chinese from launching further offensive strikes.

      

      Soon after the Foote exploded, a passing F/A-18 pilot spotted the fiery cloud. He flew down to investigate. Within moments he spotted the cluster of life rafts and further on, he spotted Captain Collins floating in the middle of his dye patch.

      Collins gazed at the sky as a jet flew over. He had grown groggy in the cold water and knew he would soon pass out. He had to keep himself awake. “Hold on, man!  Hold on!” He shouted into the salt spray.

      Several yards away, he noted a dorsal fin cutting a zigzag motion on the water surface. It meandered toward him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 107

          

          
            White hot with indignation

          

          The Twenty-fifth Amendment

        

      

    

    
      The Chinese blogosphere burned white hot with indignation over the loss of the Chinese military to the US, Japan, and Australia. Millions of posts hinted with subtlety—and hundreds of thousands point-blank—that the blame for the defeat lay on the lap of Chairman Chou Zhu Ho. Such unthinkable sentiments shocked China's Politburo. Their Communist Party operatives—even in their millions—could not contain the dissent. People from Shanghai in the east to Xinjiang Province in the west called for his ousting. For the first time in his extended Chairmanship, Chou Zhu Ho felt fear that he might lose his iron grip over the populace.

      In America, while many grieved the loss of the eight hundred service members, great crowds rejoiced in the streets over the victory. Extemporaneous parades overflowed in towns large and small, festooning flags and military emblems everywhere.

      As President Burkham viewed these celebrations on the monitors in the NMCC, a surge of confidence entered his soul for the first time in days. The scowls of derision from his subordinates had transformed into confused bewilderment. They could see on their screens the surge of popularity toward the president.

      General Lemnitzer, in his zeal to confront China, had neglected to factor in what could happen after a victory.

      “General,” Burkham stated, “I hereby relieve you of your duties as Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff. Tomorrow on my desk, I want a statement of your intention to retire from the U.S. Army.”

      “But Mr. President, I… I led our military to victory.”

      “Wrong, General!” Burkham exclaimed.

      Everyone in the NMCC stared at the two leaders in silence.

      “The sailors and airmen who fought over the Pacific won today. You did nothing, you… you lackey to Edgar Bundy Russell! You can join him in civilian life. Dismissed!”

      Three Mighty Angels appeared in the NMCC room and stood beside the president. They lifted their golden blades and pointed toward the exit door.

      Utter fury flashed across the General’s face. The demons surrounding General Lemnitzer scowled in rage but did not attack. Grudgingly, they led their servant out of the giant chamber.

      That evening President Burkham delivered a speech to the nation. He congratulated the sailors and airmen who had fought with such valor. The news media labeled it the “Second Battle of the Philippine Sea,” alluding to the first Battle in that geographical area during World War Two.

      Burkham knew China would not take this defeat sitting down. He knew he must pursue peace overtures—quickly.

      At the Resolute desk in the Oval Office that night, Burkham asked his communications director to set up a direct line to the Chinese chairman. With his translator standing next to him, Burkham initiated the call.

      Grim-faced Chinese officials—but not the chairman—appeared on the screen. “The chairman has no desire to talk to you… you betrayer!” one of the Chinese officials spat.

      “I did not instigate this!” Burkham exclaimed. “Rogue elements within our government subverted my power as president and usurped my peace overtures toward your country.”

      The chairman, listening in, lurched in front of his screen’s video camera. “I don’t believe you, President Burkham! You lie!”

      “I do not lie, Mr. Chairman. You must believe me.”

      “I… must believe you?

      “Think back to 9/11, Mr. Chairman.”

      “What do you mean?” the chairman snarled.

      You know that the Twin Towers could never have collapsed at free-fall speed without controlled demolition. You know the laws of physics, Mr. Chairman. Therefore, you know that if America’s Deep State could have pulled off 9/11, they could have instigated this conflict. I know the American media has not brainwashed you like it has the American public.”

      The chairman glowered through the sixty-five-inch HD screen, nodding almost imperceptibly.

      The president stared back without blinking.

      For half a minute, no one spoke.

      The chairman broke the silence, “Yes, Mr. President, I do understand these realities. But I ask you, why do you choose now to break from your controllers? Or do you Americans deceive me yet again?”

      “I’ve broken from my controllers because I want my freedom!” Burkham exclaimed. “I want their shackles off me. I realize these ‘rogue elements’ have no real authority over me. You might say Jackson Lincoln brought me to this conclusion.”

      “Jackson? Lincoln? Who?” the chairman sputtered.

      Burkham felt a small prick in his neck—like a mosquito bite. “I’ll send you a write-up on him,” he responded to the chairman. “But for now, I want to pursue peace…. Ohhh….”

      Burkham grasped his chest as he slumped toward the video screen.

      The cluster of aides around him cried in shock and confusion. One of them yelled, “Get the president’s doctor!”

      The Chinese delegation watched the drama unfold before their eyes.

      The American translator gasped to the chairman, “The president has passed out!”

      A slew of physicians, nurses, and medical technicians burst into the Oval Office and—noting the stoppage of his heartbeat—administered CPR on the president.

      The translator requested of the Chinese chairman that they end the meeting, but reconvene as soon as possible. Both sides signed off.

      “Another trick on the part of the Americans, I assume,” the chairman groused to his aides. “I’ll give them twenty-four hours before I start threatening them with ICBMs.”

      

      Within moments of the president’s collapse, Secret Service agents assigned to Vice President Lyman Murray banged on his bedroom door at Number One Observatory Circle. For the past three days, the VP had cut down his drinking to only one glass of wine per day. His many-weeks-long “drunk” had dissipated, but not without violent headaches and vomiting assuaged by heavy doses of prescription painkillers.

      This change to his chemical makeup occurred at the forceful encouragement of his old college buddy—Senator Franklin G. Reasoner. “You’ve got to get it together, friend,” Reasoner chided. “You can’t hold your liquor like in the old days, my man!” Like a big kind brother, Reasoner felt no hesitation about administering a verbal “kick in the rear” to spur his old friend toward sobriety.

      “Mr. Vice President!” the breathless Secret Service Agent exclaimed to Murray after Reasoner opened the door. “We think the president just had a heart attack! They need you at once in the White House. We will likely have to invoke the Twenty-fifth Amendment!” He referred to the Constitutional amendment ratified in 1967 calling for the vice president to take on the temporary role of president in the event of his boss’s incapacitation.

      “Not only that,” the agent continued, “he passed out while meeting on video with the state chairman of China. They say you’ve got to get back on the video screen with the Chinese before we end up in a full-scale war again!”

      With his aching head in hand and his friend, Senator Reasoner, by his side, Lyman Murray eased his way painfully into a black SUV. The motorcade drove at break-neck speed to the White House.

      

      As the Navy petty officer from a rescue helicopter plucked Commander Collins out of the Philippine Sea, he yelled, “Looks like those dolphins kept you company!”

      Collins, wrapped in a thick blanket as the cable spooled them upward into the helicopter bay, shouted over the noise of the rotors above. “When I saw that dorsal fin, I thought a shark wanted me on his menu!”

      The petty officer guffawed.

      As the cable pulled them into the helicopter bay and the petty officer strapped Commander Collins onto his seat, he shouted, “I heard the president just had a massive heart attack.”

      “No!” Collins exclaimed.

      “But we beat the Chinese.”

      “Thank God! Maybe Burkham had too much stress on ‘im!” Collins shouted above the din.

      “Yeah, I don’t know. I hear tell some people wanted him dead… ya know… like Kennedy and all.”

      “It does make you wonder.”

      Before the helicopter landed onboard the Inchon, Collins had drifted off to sleep.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 108

          

          
            Longing for solitude

          

          This red-faced, pasty-looking man

        

      

    

    
      The two frustrated operatives in Bangkok sat before a Network-configured laptop in their luxury hotel room. Stephen Hood sat nearby, staring out the window at the Chao Phraya River far below. He seemed unaware of their presence.

      On their screen, the two video-teleconferenced with their superiors about how to proceed in their search for the blogger. “Since you lost track of his cell phone,” a superior barked, “I recommend you set up an electronic sensor unit near the apartment where he stopped. We can ship you ELINT (electronic intelligence) equipment to monitor phone conversations there. The big boys told us to spare no expense in hunting this guy down. We’ll put it on a private jet and get it to you by tomorrow.

      Stephen Hood listened distractedly, longing for solitude… longing to lie down and recall more from his past.

      The two demons inhabiting the hotel room eyed Hood with black suspicion. They recalled the Archangel escort they had driven away from his presence so recently. Why had that powerful angel protected him, of all people?

      

      Late in the evening, Eastern Standard Time, Lyman Murray began a second video teleconference with the Chinese State Chairman. The Chairman exclaimed to the Americans, “I demand two hundred billion dollars for our losses!” The chairman thought, Why not take advantage of this red-faced, pasty-looking man sitting in front of me on the screen?

      While Murray struggled, Senator Reasoner made full use of his mental faculties. He interspersed comments whenever he sensed the negotiations edging away from American interests. “You do remember, Chairman Chou,” the Senator stated, “our forces defeated your Air Force and Navy. You will also recall that your forces fired first against our ships and bases.”

      “Don’t play that game with me,” the chairman snapped back. “Your ships approached Taiwan. The United States instigated this conflict. You lied to me!” But behind his bluster, the Chinese leader knew he possessed little negotiating leverage against the Americans.

      The discussion tapered off, ending in vague threats combined with even more vague promises.

      “We held our own against the Chicoms,” the silver-haired senator commented to Murray. Like the chairman, he understood America’s negotiating advantage provided by its military victory.

      

      The next afternoon, Allen taxied to Lek’s relatives’ house. He found the express mail package from Virginia on the front porch with a note on it, “Don’t knock.”

      With a shrug of his shoulders, he picked up the package and walked back to a main road. He turned into a small side-street and found a Thai noodle eatery. So much like the Thais in character and culture, Allen loved to eat at any time of the day. It always struck him as funny that most Thai people stayed slim despite their endless and varied eating arrangements. Maybe it has something to do with their love for fresh produce and avoidance of seed-oils, he mused.

      Steam wafted into his nostrils from the yellow noodles, shrimp, and innumerable spices.

      But before eating, he used his fork to tear open his package. A new ham radio. He would call Caleb from his hotel room.

      He also wanted to get back in touch with his Pakistani friends. But for now, any association with their apartment after that terrible “chase” from yesterday made him quake with fear. He decided to wait.

      Later that evening, in his hotel room, Allen spoke into the ham radio microphone, “Contact, contact.”

      “Long time, no hear!” came back a cheerful reply from Caleb Daugherty.

      “So good to hear your voice!” Allen enthused.

      “Just know you’ve got a boatload of friends back in the States cheering you on, my friend.”

      Allen asked him about Emily and the kids. Caleb shared what he had heard in a recent update from Wally O’Brian’s people: “They remain in good spirits and good health but miss you desperately.”

      Allen related his harrowing experiences in Bangkok.

      “I knew it!” Caleb exclaimed. “I knew the shooting at the Bangkok airport had something to do with you!” Caleb gave him the contact information of the Chinese refugees in the city.

      “I’ll get in touch with them,” Allen promised.

      After more exchanges and pledges to call back soon, they clicked off. Allen slept well that night as Carioch flew around his room and outside, circling the hotel building all through the night.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 109

          

          
            “You took me off the hard liquor!”

          

          Two Skull & Bones men

        

      

    

    
      With Lyman Murray acting as caretaker president, the Secret Service insisted that he repose in the Lincoln Bedroom. Finding a guest room, Senator Reasoner also stayed in the White House.

      The next morning, they met in the Old Family Dining Room for breakfast.

      “Can I still call you Lyman?” Reasoner inquired with a grin.

      “You do already, so I guess so,” Murray mumbled.

      “Lyman, you’ve gotten yourself into a real pickle now. Acting president. Do you think you can handle it?”

      “Do you have any idea how hard my head has pounded since you took me off the hard liquor!”

      “I know you struggled at the conference with the Chinese. But you made it through. You didn’t back down. I’d chalk that up as a victory.”

      “Maybe so. Say… Frank, do you know anything about President Woodrow Wilson?”

      “I know some,” Reasoner answered.

      “During his presidency in the early 1900s, and especially during his last couple years in office, he had an advisor. I can’t remember his name. Do you know anything about him?” Murray asked.

      “Oh yes. Colonel Edward Mandell House.”

      “Yeah, ‘House!’ Anyway, you might remember that House pretty much ran the show. Even before Wilson got sick, House led him around like a poodle.”

      “Just like today, eh?” Reasoner quipped.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know what I mean. The financial powerhouses run our country. I’ve taken plenty of payoffs from them, myself. And you have too, if I recall.

      “I still don’t understand your point,” Murray countered.

      “Colonel House sat as their man in the White House. He smoothed the way for the robber barons to influence the president.”

      “Okay, I see what you mean.”

      “But why bring up Colonel House now?” Reasoner asked.

      “Because I want you beside me—just like House stood beside President Wilson. I don’t have the emotional capacity to run our country.”

      “You want me to represent the bankers?!”

      “No. No! I want you… in this case… to represent the people.”

      Reasoner rubbed his chin. He knew that every Senator in Washington would sell his mother for such power. And here, Murray offered it to him on a silver platter.

      “Let me think it over a day or two,” Reasoner declared. “We need to see if Burkham recovers. They sent him to Walter Reed Hospital.”

      “From what I hear,” Lyman carped, “it’ll take weeks for him to get better—if he survives at all. So, Frank, I need an answer now, not in two days.”

      The Senator noted the desperation in Murray’s eyes. “All right, Lyman. I’ll do it.”

      “Good. Let’s get brainstorming. Can you stay here all day?”

      “Only if they serve good coffee.”

      Pressing a button, Lyman called to a Navy Yeoman, “Brew up a big pot of coffee and bring it to the Oval Office.”

      They both stood up and strode toward the venerable chamber. Finding a couple of comfortable sofas, they sat down.

      “I have one concern about your assisting me,” Murray stated. “What would the people think about two Skull & Bones men running the country?”

      The senator sighed. “A few years back,” he related, “a Bonesman Republican ran against a Bonesman Democrat. The people put up with it then.”

      “But back then, people barely knew anything about the Skull & Bones!” Murray exclaimed. “These days, everybody’s heard about us. Don’t you think the people might raise a stink?”

      “Not if we stop acting like Bonesmen. Not if we start working for the citizens rather than for the elites,” Reasoner stated. He recalled how his old high school buddy, the state senator and car dealer in Kansas, had implored him, “Why don’t you push for Jackson Lincoln’s ideas in D.C.? Everybody in Kansas would call you a hero!”

      

      Allen woke early the next morning in his hotel room, filled with anticipation. His conversation with Caleb last night had lifted his spirits and placed steel in his spine. It also helped him to come back to what he termed “first things.” No matter what unfolded in the coming days, he must keep his blog going strong.

      He opened his Bible app to Isaiah 6—a moment in history two thousand seven hundred years ago when Isaiah, the “prince of prophets,” beheld the glory of the Lord God Almighty in His Temple. As Allen read the chapter, fear fell upon him—a fear that dwarfed any he had felt toward his human adversaries. Just as Isaiah had fallen on his face in utter devastation before God’s holiness—crying out, “Woe is me! For I am undone”—Allen bowed his face to the hotel room floor—in awe of God’s holiness and power. He trembled in the presence of his Maker, reminded that His power made the power of Satan and his emissaries appear as nothing. For Allen to cower in fear toward those creatures seemed blasphemy—giving glory and fear to them rather than to God.

      For more than an hour, Allen prayed and wept. Wiping tears from his eyes, he swept open the musty curtains and gazed out into the blazing sunlight of the Bangkok morning. A surge of strength flowed into him. He had always thought of himself as a weakling, but now he felt strong—a man on the warpath who could fight the enemies arrayed against him. He thought of Isaiah 54:17. “No weapon that is formed against thee shall prosper; and every tongue that shall rise against thee in judgment thou shalt condemn. This is the heritage of the servants of the LORD, and their righteousness is of me, saith the LORD.” The “tongues” his enemies raised against him, he would “condemn.” He would fight them with his pen. And by the Lord’s power, he would defeat them.

      

      After Allen washed up and dressed, he called the number Caleb gave him of the Chinese Christian refugees.

      “Hello?” A man answered in accented English.

      “Hello. My friend told me you expected a call from me.”

      “Yes… yes… please come over!” The man gave Allen directions to his apartment.

      “I’ll arrive this evening,” Allen pledged, as he hung up.

      Allen checked out of his hotel and found a coffee shop & eatery a couple of blocks down the street. He ordered a cup of coffee and a steaming plate of shrimp fried rice.

      After breakfast, Allen jumped on a series of subways and skytrains. He headed toward the largest shopping mall in Southeast Asia—Icon Siam, along the Chao Phraya River.

      Upon arrival, he sought out another coffee shop. Finding a seat in the back where no passerby could observe him, he set to work on his next blog post.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 110

          

          
            Destroying our Dreams

          

          Allen’s blog post

        

      

    

    
      Order the book for a friend: https://soaw.mysamcart.com/checkout/source-of-all-wealth-novel-ebook

      

      Just to let you, my readers, know, the international bankers still want to find and kill me, but I’ve escaped their clutches. Keep praying!

      

      During the financial crisis of 2008, the Fed asked Congress to authorize the Troubled Asset Relief Program (TARP). The Department of Treasury pumped $700 billion into insolvent banks and other favored businesses of their choice. They did this by purchasing these entities’ failed assets.

      The Fed followed this very public form of favoritism toward “too big to fail” companies by quietly lending an additional $7.77 trillion to select banks. The private “Fed” let neither Congress nor the people know of this monumental theft. They just did it.

      Where did this $7.77 trillion come from? It certainly didn't come from the American citizens’ tax revenues. The Fed stole this $7.77 TRILLION from the American people via the “hidden tax” of inflation.

      We need to wake up, people! We need to force the private bankers to hand back our monetary system to the People!

      We need to bring back the freedom the bankers stole from us in 1913. We need to abolish the private “Federal” Reserve and the Income Tax!

      American entrepreneurs with dreams could then once again bring forth marvelous inventions that mirror the legacy of 1833 to 1913—when our country had no central bank and no income tax. Let us relive that unparalleled era of freedom in human history.

      Let us stop behaving like “scared rabbits” toward the “hawk” of the Establishment hovering overhead. Often, rabbits will “freeze”—paralyzed by fear—allowing the raptor an easy kill. We need to recognize how much power we possess as citizens to take back our dreams.

      By destroying our dreams, the elite fulfill their dream of POWER. They will do anything to gain their “fix” on this “drug.” Why? Because with power, they experience Satan’s promise to Adam and Eve: “Ye shall be as gods.”

      Of course, you and I don't do so well on the receiving end of such power. We end up scurrying like rats on a wheel, trying to scrimp, save, and struggle through life. With our measly salaries and shrinking retirement accounts, we “run the rat race,” working for the big bosses.

      Most live under razor-thin financial margins, barely able to pay bills each month. The elite want us to stay this way. They want us to depend on them—with their government and corporate jobs. Even so-called “independent businessmen” earn most of their money servicing the corporatocracy. Either directly or indirectly, almost all of us serve them.

      I have nothing against corporations. I wouldn’t mind starting one myself. Unfortunately, I face long odds. Why? Because these power-mad oligarchs have rigged the system. They have stifled almost all competition from upstart companies via their byzantine tax system. Some small businesses do indeed make it through this gauntlet. But far too few. Sadly, the majority of entrepreneurs fail—forced again to “work for the man.” Their dreams die under a mountain of tax documents.

      But We the People could break the Establishment’s yoke of power off our necks and return to our 1833-1913 freedom. We could once again live in a land with no central bank, no income tax, and non-debt Greenbacks. We could once again see a much higher percentage of entrepreneurs fulfilling their dreams. Huge numbers of us could come up with major inventions followed by major industries—just like in the glory days of our early American forefathers. And if our fellow countrymen struggle, we could afford to help them. We could give them social assistance without debt or inflation.

      We could have the best of both worlds: (1) Wildly free and unhindered entrepreneurship combined with (2) Rock-solid social assistance. Democrats and Republicans could unite toward this ideal. We would still have plenty to fight about in Congress, but at least We the People would control our monetary system.

      Let us live as non-income-taxed and debt-free people again. Let us dream big—just like our free forefathers of old!

      

      Allen planned to dictate his blog post to Caleb later that evening over shortwave. But he wanted to get to the Chinese refugees’ place before dark. He hoped to make it without any run-ins with the thugs. Carioch, hovering nearby, intended to guide him there safe and sound.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 111

          

          
            A golden opportunity

          

          “You make my head explode.”

        

      

    

    
      Ensconced in the Oval Office, Senator Reasoner and Lyman Murray began their brainstorming session. Countless aides and Cabinet members banged on the door to meet with Murray, but Reasoner asked him to shoo them off. The two needed to think and work alone now.

      “Frank, how do we even start?” Murray entreated, with his hands shaking.

      “I’ll write up an outline. Let’s use this window of opportunity to make real changes!”

      “Can we do that—with me only serving as ‘caretaker’ president?”

      “We can try.”

      “What changes do you mean, Frank? What do you want to do?”

      “Think Jackson Lincoln.”

      “I’ve heard about him, but tell me more.”

      “Lyman, we have a golden opportunity right now to implement his monetary ideas—to break the bankers’ stranglehold over America, to expose their shenanigans. Once the people see how money works, they’ll demand we change things. You gotta realize, Lyman, the bankers’ power lies in secrecy. They cover their trillion-dollar thievery with dry Fed monetary terminology. They lull Americans to sleep with boredom. But if we can open the citizens’ eyes, they’ll demand the freedom we lost in 1913.”

      “I think I need a stiff round of bourbon,” Murray moaned. “You make my head explode.”

      

      For the next several hours, Senator Reasoner walked Lyman through these concepts step-by-step, fleshing out details. By lunchtime, the vice president had a clear understanding of sound monetary policy. He agreed, with Senator Reasoner’s help, to pursue four line items…

      1. A Constitutional Amendment abolishing the Federal Reserve

      2. A Constitutional Amendment abolishing the Income Tax

      3. Government issuance of Abraham Lincoln style, non-debt “Greenbacks”—replacing “lent-into-existence” private Federal Reserve notes

      4. A Constitutional Amendment setting term limits for Congressmen and Senators

      

      Murray would push for these proposals via a Convention of States; they would bypass the banker-controlled Congress and go directly to the state governments. By trumpeting these proposals across the American airwaves, Reasoner and Murray hoped to encourage enough states and their legislators—rather than the U.S. Congress—to pass the Amendments.

      “Lyman,” the Senator gushed, “if we succeed, you’ll go down in history as one of America’s greatest presidents—even if you serve only a few weeks!”

      As he departed the Oval Office, Lyman Murray ran into a flurry of flashbulbs and interviewers. He impressed the reporters—and viewers across the land—with his poise and humor. His time with the Senator had buoyed his confidence, rekindling his old college charm.

      

      Senator Reasoner stayed out of the limelight. That evening, he met with Murray again. They had much more to do.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 112

          

          
            A smoldering “truce”

          

          “Bungling, buffoonish”

        

      

    

    
      A smoldering “truce” of sorts now constrained China and the United States. The Chinese agreed to send a delegation to a “peace conference” arranged in Manila, the capital of the Philippines. Lyman Murray sent State Department reps with strict instructions to keep the peace while not giving an inch on Taiwan’s independence.

      The Three Mighty Angels shadowed Lyman Murray now, placing the hospital-bound president under other spiritual caretakers. Many saints of late had lifted up prayers for the two leaders.

      The three angels knew of the microscopic dart shot into President Burkham. They had watched the agent, with a tiny dart launcher embedded into his phone cover, angle it toward the president and fire before they could intervene.

      Yet Burkham refused to die. The quick CPR action had saved him. And the doctors held out a slim hope the Commander-in-chief might recover. A select detachment of agents guarded his hospital room, unknowingly barring the Network operatives from finishing the job.

      Edgar fumed over Burkham’s survival. And another problem vexed him: he had sent people to the White House to brief Murray on how to hand over power to Cosimo MacKenna. But Senator Reasoner had blocked their entry!

      Edgar decided to visit the White House himself—arriving in his armored limousine. To his outrage, a line of Secret Service agents awaited at the black iron gate as if expecting him. They stated that the vice president would not allow him inside the White House.

      He wants to play that game, eh? Edgar directed his chauffeur to Paul Hölzer’s luxury condominium. Upstairs, he and Hölzer arranged a secure call with five of the ten bankers—the ones they could get through to on short notice.

      “Gentlemen,” Edgar said. “We will need to direct our media holdings to launch an all-out attack against Lyman Murray. We will inform the American public of his past misdeeds.”

      As Kichiro Hasegawa in Tokyo listened to Edgar, his eyes darted to a muted Japanese news show on a television in his room. His eyes popped as he read the Japanese subtitles flashing onto its screen.

      “Edgar!” he interrupted. “You won’t believe this!”

      “Won’t believe what?”

      “On the Japanese news service, they say that Vice President Lyman Murray wants to dissolve the Federal Reserve and to abolish the Income Tax.”

      “What!” The other bankers gasped into their microphones. Several shouted for Murray’s immediate assassination.

      Edgar calmed them. “We can use this to our advantage. Our media outlets can now frame Murray as having crossed into the lunatic fringe. Let’s get the word out.”

      

      Within hours, news reports began circulating about Murray’s time in Congress. They told of how he had received kickbacks. Other stories focused on his work in the pharmaceutical industry, where he had paid out bribes to members of Congress. “In other words,” news commentators across the nation brayed, “Lyman Murray worked both sides of the ‘influence peddling racket’ between Congress and Big Pharma! And here he sits as acting president!”

      Other commentators blustered in outrage over how the vice president, with his cockamamie new ideas, wanted to undermine the “precious independence” of the Fed. "He wants to place our monetary system into the greasy hands of corrupt politicians like him! What an outrage!” the commentators squawked with great flare.

      “His harebrained idea of abolishing the Income Tax,” one commentator bellowed into his old-fashioned microphone, “will make the already huge gap between the ‘one percent rich’ and the rest of America even wider! Wealthy fat cats will get off scot-free with no taxes! How would you like that? What a raw deal for hard-working Americans!”

      Other reporters trotted out left-leaning economics professors from the Ivy League and right-leaning pedagogues from the Chicago School—the high priestly caste of “the dismal science”—who wagged their heads in derision over Murray’s “economic illiteracy.” One spouted, “This temporary ‘president’ will drive our nation into catastrophe.”

      The choreographed hooting and hollering by the conglomerate-controlled media crescendoed to a cacophony. Media networks across the world attempted to program into the minds of hundreds of millions of people the insanity of Murray’s ideas. “Abolishing the Income Tax and the Federal Reserve—madness!” Soon the media reported on “voices from the grassroots bubbling up across the land,” clamoring for Murray’s immediate resignation.

      The intensity of the media reaction terrified Lyman. In a panic, without consulting Senator Reasoner, he called for an impromptu White House press conference in the West Wing, Ronald-Reagan-style. Every reporter in the press room attempted to shout above their peers. One asked, “Vice President Murray, in your role as caretaker president, why do you feel you have the right to pursue these schemes? They radically deviate from President Burkham’s policies!” Another inquired, “Why do you refuse to heed the overwhelming consensus of economists?”

      Lyman tried to respond but found himself drowning under the avalanche of hostility. After twenty minutes of torture, with quivering hands, he stated, “I… I have no more to say now. Thank you for coming.” Turning away from the podium, he scurried toward the exit. A demon imp escaping the gaze of the Three Mighty Angels shoved Lyman’s left foot a few inches, causing him to trip and fall on his hands.

      The reporters went crazy with their cameras as Murray hopped back up and shuffled out the door.

      The newspapers, magazines, and talk shows that evening had a field day. Late-night comedy shows pulled out all the stops. They pantomimed the “bungling, buffoonish VP Murray” to the guffawing revelry of their audiences.

      Media-generated “voices from across America” increased in volume and earnestness. Some even demanded his impeachment.

      

      “What do I do, Frank?” The frazzled and bewildered vice president moaned to Senator Reasoner.

      “You need to go to the people with your ideas.”

      “My ideas? How about, your ideas!” Lyman snapped, his face sweating and beet-red. “I can barely understand what this means—abolishing the Fed and the Income Tax!”

      “Lyman, you’ve got to snap out of this. You’ve got to go to the heartland and share straight-on with the American people. Explain what these policies mean to them. Ronald Reagan did this back in the eighties. He bypassed the media and laser-beamed right into the hearts of the citizens. And it worked wonders, even though the media loathed him.”

      Murray took a deep breath to calm his nerves. “Okay, I’ll try that,” he agreed.

      That evening, he and Reasoner formulated plans to traverse the length and breadth of the United States. Murray would speak at churches, schools, and community centers. They also made plans to organize rallies at each airport where Air Force One landed. They would trumpet their message to the American people—and get out of D.C.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 113

          

          
            “Do you know what this means!”

          

          “I have to leave Bangkok”

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, Allen,” Caleb Daugherty crackled over his shortwave radio. “You won’t believe what Vice President Murray just proposed.”

      “What?” Allen asked. He had moved that afternoon into one of the Chinese refugees’ apartments. In their generosity, they gave him his own place surrounded by Chinese neighbors on his floor. This would provide a “layered defense” against any intruders.

      “Lyman Murray says he wants to abolish the Income Tax and the Federal Reserve. Can you believe it?!” Caleb exclaimed.

      “No. Way.”

      “Way! Do you know what this means! Your blog has shot straight into the White House!”

      “Do you think?”

      “What else could explain it?”

      They talked more about this and also talked about Emily and the kids.

      Allen then added, “Caleb, I’ve got to leave Bangkok. These Chinese refugees take good care of me. But I can't go on like this. If I even go out for a coffee, the goons might find me. What if they send hundreds of operatives to scour the streets? They’ll track me down, Caleb. They saw my face at the airport and again when they chased me the other day. I’ve got to get out of here. Soon.”

      “Whatever you do, Allen, I’ll support you,” Caleb promised.

      

      After they signed off, Allen called Fazli—planning to keep the conversation very short.

      “Hello?” Fazli answered.

      “Let’s meet near the MBK mall tonight.”

      “What time?”

      Keeping it vague, Allen answered, “Dinner time.”

      They hung up.

      Then it hit him. “I may have just made a big mistake. I should have texted him.”

      

      The two operatives had already installed the ELINT listening device near Fazli’s apartment. The large amount of phone data passing into its sensors would take a while for the “crypto team” in Maryland to sift through.

      

      Allen texted Fazli. “Change of plans. Let’s meet at the Skytrain terminal, now.”

      Within minutes, he and Fazli met at the National Stadium BTS station near the turnstiles.

      After smiles and handshakes, Allen said, “Fazli, let’s get on a train.”

      After several stations, they stepped off at the Emporium shopping mall where they found a seat in a quiet coffee shop. No passersby could view them.

      “Fazli, I have to leave Bangkok—to leave Thailand. The organization tracking me will likely kill me here if I don’t. They could also harm the people trying to help me.”

      “How in the world did you ever run into these people?”

      “I started a blog. And it became popular.”

      “But why would they want to kill you?”

      “Because my blog exposes them to Americans. And—I know this’ll sound crazy—the Vice President of the United States has started advocating what I’ve written in my blog. My message has become so popular it might take down the people who’ve corrupted America for so long.”

      Fazli gaped in awe and exclaimed, “God has used you mightily, my brother! I wish one day God would use someone to stop the corruption in my home country—in Pakistan.”

      “Do you know that the CIA, with its Operation Gladio, actually played a major role in corrupting the Pakistani government? But I don’t have time to explain that now.”

      “Allen! I just thought of something. I know where you can go.”

      “Where?” He hadn’t yet thought of a destination.

      “My uncle lives in Izmir, Turkey. Ten years ago, he got a good job there as a construction engineer. He brought his whole family.”

      “Does he follow Christ like you?”

      “Yes, the Muslim people there treat him kindly. With his expertise in earthquake prevention, the Turks appreciate his work. They’ll never want him to leave.”

      “It sounds like a great idea!” Allen exclaimed. “I’ll fly to Turkey.”

      

      A few days later—after obtaining a Turkish tourist visa—Allen expressed a grateful goodbye to the Chinese refugees.

      They invited him to stay longer. But when he explained his fears of capture in Bangkok—and of possibly bringing harm to them—they understood.

      He took a taxi to Suvarnabhumi Airport for a red-eye to Qatar, followed by another leg to Istanbul.

      

      As Allen stepped aboard the airplane, the two operatives in the hotel room received a communiqué from Maryland. Analysts there had detected a voice with an American accent in the vicinity of Fazli's apartment. They would analyze its modulations and use it to scan Bangkok for any other traces of the same voice.
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            The Great Library

          

          First Century Smyrna & Alexandria

        

      

    

    
      Ever a lover of the sea, Asher continued to ply the Mediterranean waters. Seeking mercantile partnerships, he traded in port cities around the rim of this “Great Sea,” sailing from the wilds of Hispania in the far west to Tarsus in the east.

      Asher never married, wanting no family to tie him down and pull him away from his beloved seafaring. His merchant fleet expanded to fifty-two craft—corbitas, pontos, hippagos, and other smaller vessels. They carried horses, wheat, barley, iron, wood, wine, and myriads of other goods to and fro across the Empire.

      Back in Jerusalem, Roman suspicion against the Jews had increased much of late. Rebellion churned and flared. Asher stayed away. Ever since the day he had left his father and sailed west, he felt little desire to return.

      

      “Lucius,” Asher called to one of his chief tradesmen standing on the deck of a large corbitas, the Winter Vesper, moored at Smyrna along the western coast of Asia Minor. The ship would soon cast off for Carthage in North Africa. “I want you to make sure the proconsul in Carthage gets the first look at the Aegean wines in your cargo holds. Give him a good price,” he instructed.

      “Yes, sir,” Lucius responded. “Anything else before I depart?”

      “Yes, when you berth in Corinth en route, give this letter to Marcus.” Asher handed him a rolled parchment, sealed in wax with his signet ring. “Tell him to mail it on the next passing ship to Gideon of Tarsus.”

      “I will, sir.”

      Asher smiled at Lucius. “Ever since I hired you ten years ago as a cabin boy, I could always count on you. You’ve grown into quite the skilled merchant. One day, I might find you vying for supremacy over me,” he laughed.

      “Oh, no, Master Asher.” Lucius smiled back. “I would never surpass you. I have all I could ask for under your wing.” Lucius stepped down into the vessel’s cargo hold to inspect the lashings.

      The ship set sail.

      Back at the villa in his study, Asher wrote figures into a merchant ledger.

      Setting the wax tablet aside, he lifted a finely-crafted rectangular wooden box from a shelf below his desk. With a little key tied to a string around his neck, he unlocked it and pulled out a small codex, a leather-bound book, with pages made of vellum—thin animal hide. Half of its pages had writing in it—Asher’s writing.

      Over the years, Asher had accumulated a costly library of over one hundred codices. Its volumes included Greek and Roman literature from writers like Homer and Virgil as well as Hebrew works, including the Holy Scriptures—each volume expensively transcribed by hand.

      Asher hoped to add his own volume to the literature of the Empire.

      A nasty incident one year ago had motivated him to begin this project. In an attempt to borrow two talents worth of gold-backed credit bills, Asher had approached an argentarii—a Roman money-lender. He had needed to pay off some unexpected debts.

      Upon learning of Asher’s Jewish race, the argentarii refused the loan.

      Without the funds, Asher had to sell off three ships, losing over a talent of wealth.

      Gideon’s warning about such lenders had proven prescient. Asher had experienced the sting of the argentarii’s disfavor—and of his power.

      The encounter angered Asher—driving him back to the subject of “wealth’s source” that he had neglected for many years.

      Therefore, nine months ago, Asher purchased a blank codex and traveled by ship to Alexandria, Egypt, the home of the Great Library.

      

      While the Library had fallen into disrepair for the past century with the conquering of Egypt by the Romans and the ending of the Ptolemaic dynasty, it still contained vast volumes of knowledge—knowledge that Asher wanted to study before beginning his book.

      

      Upon arrival then, Asher found a small but lovely villa to rent near the Library.

      Walking from this house into the vast complex, Asher began perusing the scrolled volumes on its shelves. He quickly found himself bewildered.

      He sought the aid of a librarian named Pyrrhus who he saw searching through the shelves.

      Pyrrhus, a cheerful old Greek scholar, expressed fascination about Asher’s search for the Source of All Wealth. He helped him all afternoon.

      Grateful for Pyrrhus’ assistance, Asher offered that evening to take Pyrrhus to dinner at a local inn.

      As they sat at table waiting for their fish dinner to arrive, Pyrrhus said to Asher, “What you seek reminds me of what I studied for fifteen years in the Egyptian desert: the Great Laws that govern the affairs of men—including how one acquires wealth.”

      “Could you tell me of them?”

      “Rather than tell you,” Pyrrhus said, “I will show you—tomorrow. As a senior librarian, I have access to a special room below the main floor.”

      Will your colleagues allow me to join you there?”

      “Maybe ‘they’ won’t, but I will,” Pyrrhus whispered with a mischievous grin. His face then turned melancholy. “While these ‘Great Laws’ may fascinate you, they have brought me no peace… and little wealth.”

      Asher nodded gravely. “Maybe these ‘Great Laws’ bring you no peace because you know not the Great Lawgiver.”

      “Ha!” Pyrrhus harrumphed, “So you want to convert me into a proselyte of the Jews, do you?”

      “The God of Israel does welcome all who seek Him,” Asher smiled back, “although I confess I have sought Him little of late. I do His ‘work’ of giving alms to the poor, but these days, I read very little from his Scriptures. Long ago, as a youth, I read them daily. And in quiet moments, I will admit, like you, I find no ‘peace’ in my heart.”

      “No peace for either of us!” Pyrrhus chortled with a twinkle in his eye. “Tomorrow! Let us seek after this ‘peace’ that so eludes us!”

      

      The next day, the two men met atop a stairway at the rear of the Great Library that descended below ground level. A barred gate blocked entry.

      Pyrrhus handed Asher two lighted torches. Upon unlocking the gate, Pyrrhus took one torch and led Asher down a flight of steps to a heavy wooden door at the bottom. Handing his torch back to Asher, Pyrrhus made attempts with his second key on a rusty lock. On his fourth try, the bolt released. The two men pushed hard against the heavy door. As it scraped across the floor, they entered into a dark and musty interior.

      Pyrrhus gestured for Asher to place the two torches in holders on a wall.

      In a storage closet near the entrance, Pyrrhus found three more torches which they lit and placed in holders on a far wall.

      The light revealed shelf after shelf of papyrus scrolls.

      “What a place!” Asher exclaimed in awe.

      “I knew you would like it,” Pyrrhus grinned. “Now, let us search for the answers we seek.”

      

      Over the next few weeks, Asher pored over dozens of scrolls. Pyrrhus would sit beside him, explaining the meaning of the text—often in languages Asher did not understand.

      Over time, Asher began to perceive a common theme. He learned that people possess specific qualities that lead to success and riches… or to poverty. He recognized many of these “qualities of the rich” in himself. And with the gleaning of each new nugget of knowledge, he recorded what he learned in his codex.

      Some of the principles seemed to overlap what he knew from the Jewish Scriptures—particularly from the Proverbs. Others reflected his experience as a merchant.

      Often, he found the principles couched in pagan religion, which he found repugnant. And yet, he surmised, most of these so-called “Laws” could apply to a person living under any religion—whether under the Holy Scripture or under bondage to pagan gods and goddesses.

      For example, one law stated that whenever a person thinks intensely and continually about a goal, that person will achieve the goal. Asher thought of the great goals he had set as a merchant. He recalled that if indeed he maintained intense and undistracted focus, he would experience his goal’s fulfillment every time, albeit, sometimes after years of delay.

      This “law” did not conflict with Jewish Scriptures. In fact, it seemed to echo a Proverb he had read as a young man, “The thoughts of the diligent tend only to plenteousness; but of every one that is hasty only to want.”

      He recalled that whenever he combined intense thought with long and diligent labor, he would achieve success.

      Some of the “laws” seemed to place an undue emphasis on the use of one’s mind and too little emphasis on a person’s labor. Yet overall, he found that he could, as a Jew, agree with most.

      After weeks of study with Pyrrhus, Asher departed Alexandria and sailed toward Smyrna. He planned to return to Egypt soon, knowing he still had much to add to his book.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 115

          

          
            “A genuine miracle!”

          

          “What in perdition!”

        

      

    

    
      “I call this a miracle! A genuine miracle!” Wally O’Brian of Alternative Tell-Tale Network (ATTN) reveled into his 1940s-style platinum-plated microphone. “Vice President Lyman Murray just blew the lid off the bankers’ control over America! His plan to abolish the Fed and the Income Tax will give our money back to the people! It’ll strip away the power from the private bankers! I say, support him! Show up in huge numbers wherever he lands Air Force One. He’s already given speeches in Cleveland, Wichita, and Denver. Tomorrow morning, he’ll head to Seattle. Then he’ll fly down to Phoenix in the evening. The next day he’ll stop by Las Vegas. Make sure you show up in big numbers if you live nearby. I plan to fly to Vegas myself for live interviews.

      “You and I know the mainstream media wants to make Murray look like a kook and a criminal. And maybe he did get into shady deals in the past. But I want to prop him up, now. Don’t let the banksters take him down. Let’s put ‘em out of business for good. We gotta take back our money from these slave masters once and for all. Lyman Murray has woken the sleeping giant of We the People. Now, let’s roust this giant outta bed!”

      Wally signed off for a set of commercials advertising fallout shelters and organic supplements.

      

      In the presidential hospital suite at Walter Reed, Leonard Burkham opened his eyes for the first time in many days. A secret service agent nearby exclaimed, “The president just woke up!”

      Burkham’s physician rushed to his bedside, “Mr. President, can you hear me?”

      Burkham’s eyes followed the doctor’s face. He looked bewildered, but a faint familiarity flickered in his eyes. Emitting a groan, he closed his eyes again and fell back asleep.

      “I want another brain scan on him—stat!” The doctor yelled. “Let’s wheel him to the MRI.”

      Within an hour, the cluster of doctors huddling around the president concluded that—miraculously—the president’s brain seemed to function normally.

      A cluster of demons in a corner of the hospital room howled in rage. One huge ogre, with a scimitar clamped in his green fist, rushed forward—his blade pointed toward a blood vessel inside the president’s skull. He planned to slay Burkham once and for all with a brain aneurysm. Immediately, twenty angels converged on his blade and parried its thrust.

      “You have no power here,” one of the messenger warriors thundered to the demon. “You may observe, but you cannot touch.”

      “Eeeerrrrrggggh!” The giant rumbled in frustration. “We will destroy Burkham! When you least expect it, our human servants will murder him!”

      A wall of shimmering gold enveloped the president.

      “Not if we can help it!” thundered back one of the warriors.

      The demon-ogre and his companions slunk away but continued to observe the president.

      

      A few hours later, the president woke again. This time, he managed to voice a few incoherent phrases to his physician. He then dropped out of consciousness again.

      The next morning, he sat up for a few minutes to eat a small breakfast of oatmeal and apple juice. He spoke a few intelligible sentences with the physician before lying down to rest.

      Lyman Murray—out west and far from Washington—received the report of the president’s improved condition. He phoned the lead agent in the hospital room and ordered a video conference set up.

      

      The following day, on the video screen beside the president’s bed, a high-resolution image of Lyman Murray’s face appeared. “Mr. President, can you hear me?” the Vice President asked.

      Burkham opened his eyes, recoiling in mild wonder at the screen beside him. A smile cracked on his face, “Murray! What in tarnation?” He propped his head sideways on a pillow.

      “You look good, Mr. President.”

      “And you don’t lie very well. How long have they kept me locked up here?”

      “Three weeks. You had a massive heart attack—and right in the middle of a conference with the state chairman of China. Do you remember?”

      “Yeah. Whatever happened with that?”

      “I’ve set up a peace conference in Manila. Things have calmed down quite a bit, sir.”

      “Oh! So my keeling over brings world peace, eh?”

      “You might say that,” Murray laughed. He added, “Mr. President, I’ve made a few… domestic proposals.”

      “What kind of proposals?”

      “The abolition of the Federal Reserve and the Income Tax.”

      “What in perdition!” Burkham shouted, sitting up too quickly. He then slumped back to his pillow, exhausted from the exertion.

      “I believe you’ve read Jackson Lincoln,” Murray continued.

      “I thought I’d kept that a secret.” The president sunk further into his pillow. “I guess you can’t hide anything in this town.”

      “For my part,” Murray continued, “I’d never heard of the blogger before your heart attack. But when they invoked the twenty-fifth amendment, I grabbed my college buddy, Frank Reasoner, to help me out. He told me all about the blogger.”

      “The Senator from Kansas, eh?” Burkham asked.

      “Yes. As soon as Reasoner and I got together, he advised me to start pushing for Jackson Lincoln’s ideas immediately. He said he thought you would like them.”

      “He did, did he?”

      “Yes. He and I have ‘whistle stopped’ all across America to push for the abolishing of the Fed and the Income Tax. The people love it. Both Democrats and Republicans flood the rallies—thousands of people cheer us on.”

      “It sounds like you might have made yourself the most popular president in American history—at least since Andrew Jackson,” Burkham groused.

      “‘Caretaker president,’” Murray corrected. “And the media sure doesn’t like what I do. They call me a kook.”

      “A kook?”

      “Yes. I called you because of this. I could use your backup.”

      “Murray, Murray, Murray…” the president sighed. “What have you gotten yourself—and our country—into?”

      “You might ask, ‘What have the bankers gotten our country into? And what have I tried to get us out of?” Murray countered.

      The president’s face turned beet red with indignation for a moment. He then relaxed. “Alright, Murray. You win. I give you my endorsement. But I gotta warn you. Right before my heart attack came on, I felt a prick in my neck. Some funny ‘technology,’ I suspect. You need to watch your back.”

      A tiny demon slipped through the legs of the angels surrounding the president’s hospital bed. In a split second, he got close enough to jab his tiny blade into the president’s brain before the angels could bat him off.

      Burkham passed out. A small stroke.

      “Mr. Vice President!” A doctor exclaimed to the video screen. “It appears the president has lost consciousness! We’ll need to roll him to surgery immediately!”

      Murray grimaced in frustration. He could not believe the timing.
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            “We might just pull this off!”

          

          Agent Derek Cogent

        

      

    

    
      The next day, Lyman Murray sat with Senator Reasoner inside Air Force One on the tarmac of the airport in Phoenix. Agents surrounded the airplane. “Frank, I spoke with Burkham by video conference yesterday. He suspects foul play caused his ‘massive heart attack.’ He said something ‘pricked’ his neck.”

      “A heart attack dart. Of course!” Reasoner exclaimed. “Back in the seventies during the Church Committee’s investigation of the CIA, someone brought a dart gun to Congress. It could shoot a frozen projectile laced with poison that would melt on impact, leaving no trace of foul play. The serum would enter the bloodstream and induce a heart attack. Half-century-old technology. I can only imagine what they used on Burkham.”

      “Frank, Burkham endorses our abolishing of the Fed and the Income Tax. If he survives, it looks like he’ll go full-on with these policies. He follows Jackson Lincoln just like you and me.”

      “We might just pull this off!” Reasoner exalted.

      “But Frank, Burkham warned me that if someone hit him, the same people might come after me—and you, too.”

      “We need to find an agent we can trust.”

      “I trust the agent outside our door.”

      “Why him?” Reasoner asked.

      “Because I know Burkham trusted him.”

      Reasoner opened the soundproof compartment door and motioned to the agent outside. “Could you come in, please?” he asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Agent Derek Cogent responded.

      As they sealed the compartment door, the two politicians invited Cogent to take a seat.

      “We need to talk with you about something,” Reasoner stated.

      “Sir?”

      “Vice President Murray and I believe President Burkham’s heart attack did not happen by natural causes.”

      “What evidence do you have for this, Senator?”

      “The president’s own words. Vice President Murray held a video conference with him yesterday. President Burkham suspects a heart attack dart may have taken him down.”

      “That makes perfect sense,” the Agent sighed. “With all the tech streaming out of DARPA and the intel labs these days, they could’ve pulled it off. A lot less messy than with JFK.”

      “We suspect the same,” Reasoner concurred.

      Turning toward Murray, Agent Cogent stated, “Mr. Vice President, a couple of other agents and I believe some bad actors may have infiltrated our ranks—at least three, in our estimation.”

      “When did you get that information!” Murray gasped.

      “Several weeks ago, I met with the president on the South Lawn. I told him I’d observed three agents at different times conferring with Edgar Bundy Russell.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me this before!” Murray exclaimed.

      “In all honesty sir, I… well… I suspected you and the Senator here may have had something to do with the president’s visit to the hospital. Do you understand what I mean?”

      “I can see why you’d think that,” Murray nodded, rubbing his chin. “We would certainly benefit.”

      The senator interjected. “Agent Cogent, you have got to thwart any attempt on the vice president’s life. Do you understand me? And the agents in the hospital room must keep the president sealed off!”

      “I’d actually wanted to go to the hospital myself, but I got overruled. Although, I do know every agent there—and I trust ‘em.”

      “Agent Cogent,” Murray said. “You could help both the president and me by keeping a laser focus on those three agents.”

      “If I do that sir, it’ll take me away from you at times.”

      “As long as you give me stand-ins you trust, I can live with that,” Murray stated.

      “I’ll start my investigation immediately,” Agent Cogent promised.
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            PTSD

          

          “I’ll get my plane tickets”

        

      

    

    
      Jessica Riley drove her car on I-95 North toward Fairfax City.  Caleb had informed her of Allen’s relocation to Turkey and she wanted to tell Grace Lee in person.

      The two met at a Thai restaurant along Route 123, south of D.C. They ordered rice and curry and chatted as they waited for the food.

      After the waitress brought their plates and refilled their water glasses, the girls ate in silence for a few minutes. Then Grace asked, “What did you want to tell me?”

      “Allen left Bangkok,” Jessica related in a quiet voice.  “He figured they might catch him if he stayed.”

      “Too bad the Chinese refugees couldn’t help him longer.”

      “From what Caleb told me, Allen didn’t feel safe anywhere in Bangkok. Plus, he didn’t want to put anyone else in danger.”

      “Where did he go?” Grace whispered.

      “Turkey. Caleb mentioned a ‘friend of a friend’ there—a Pakistani expat, living on the west coast of the country. He agreed to take Allen in.”

      “Let’s tell Pastor Jeong and his wife Alice about this,” Grace said. They hurriedly finished their food, paid the bill, and walked outside to their cars. Grace sent Alice a message to ask if they could drop in. Alice texted back, “Of course!”

      When the two arrived at the Jeong’s house, Pastor Harold welcomed them in and led them to the living room.

      Alice brought the ladies glasses of water and placed a plate of Asian pear slices on the coffee table.

      After they sat down, Jessica told them of Allen’s move to Turkey.

      “You know,” Harold said after Jessica finished. “I’d like to meet Allen, myself.”

      “You would?”

      “Yes, I’d like to help him.  I’ll bet he’s got a lot of trauma buried deep inside.  I served in Afghanistan. I know how PTSD works.” He turned toward Alice, “How do you feel about it?”

      “I’ll let you go if God wants you there,” Alice nodded nervously.

      

      Jessica spent that night at the Jeongs’ house.

      The next morning, Jessica returned to Petersburg, followed by Harold and Alice in their car. The three wanted to meet with Caleb about Harold’s idea.

      

      “Yeah, your idea of visiting Allen could work,” Caleb said. “Allen would probably appreciate spending time with you.“

      Turning on his ham radio, he spoke into the microphone, “Allen, did you make it to Istanbul okay?”

      After some delay, a staticky reply came back. “Yes, so nice to arrive at an airport with no one trying to kidnap me.”

      “Yes!” Caleb replied. “Allen, I have Pastor Harold Jeong here, sitting beside me.  He set you up with the Chinese refugees in Bangkok.”

      “Oh yeah! Thanks for your help, Pastor!” Allen exclaimed. “I felt bad about leaving them so soon.”

      “I understand,” Harold sympathized.

      “Allen,” Caleb interjected, “Pastor Jeong wants to ask you something.”

      “Sure. Fire away.”

      “I had an idea ,” Harold said. “What would you think of my flying to Turkey—to visit you?”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.  I thought you might like some company.”

      “I’d love to have you here.  But I wouldn’t want to put you in any danger.”

      “I served in Afghanistan. I still have some soldier in me, if you catch my drift.”

      “I do. And I would appreciate your company.”

      “Okay, great! I’ll speak with the leaders at my church and see if they can cover for me,” Harold said, looking toward Caleb, Jessica, and his wife Alice. “If they agree, I’ll get my plane tickets and join you soon.”
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            “Too high” for ordinary mortals

          

          Asher passing the great Pharos Lighthouse

        

      

    

    
      Asher’s vessel sailed north and then westward, passing the great Pharos Lighthouse off the northern coast of Alexandria, Egypt. He had just finished his second visit to the Great Library of Alexandria—two months of study with his friend Pyrrhus there again, seeking answers to his questions about the Source of All Wealth.

      During his first visit, he had learned of the “Great Laws” that men follow to gain riches.

      On this, Asher’s second visit to Alexandria, he had discovered that since the time of Sumer in ancient Babylonia—almost two thousand years before his time—money-lenders would travel across the deserts and oases tendering their services.

      The money-lenders would offer to store people’s gold and silver. Finding religious temples ideal for housing their vaults, they would shroud the subject of money under a veil of “mystery” and “religion”—a knowledge “too high” for ordinary mortals.

      Under this secret veil, those long-ago “bankers” would issue “bills”—often imprinted clay tablets—representing the gold and silver in their vaults. Secretly, they would expand the number of bills far beyond the value of the metals—lending the clay tablets out at interest. As long as people left most of the gold in the vaults, the bankers could issue credit with impunity.

      This knowledge confirmed what Asher had already learned from Osroes and Gideon and what he had bitterly experienced with the Roman argentarii money-lender.

      He learned also that bankers vastly expand their profits via the vehicle of war.

      First, the bankers lend large amounts of money to rulers. With this “cash” in hand, the despots pay metal smiths and carpenters to manufacture swords, spears, shields, bows, arrows, armor, horses, and chariots.

      A king then borrows yet more to pay his soldiers. Soon the monarch has a giant fighting force bristling with weaponry—and huge debts.

      At this point, the ruler possesses every incentive to go to war. Because, if he succeeds in sacking and pillaging a neighboring kingdom, he can use a chunk of the war booty—including slaves—to pay off his massive debts to the bankers.

      Often a lender in one kingdom would collude with a lender in an “enemy” kingdom to goad their respective potentates into war. As the two armies pummeled each other on the battlefield, the two bankers collected a killing in interest. They learned that by forming “banker cartels” across many kingdoms, they could provoke evermore war. This would stimulate evermore interest payments flowing into the bankers’ coffers.

      The thought that bankers love war both fascinated and horrified Asher. From what he had researched so far in the Great Library, this practice had continued uninterrupted—in kingdom after kingdom and empire after empire—from the time of Ancient Babylonia, all the way to his day… a hideous pattern woven into the fabric of human existence.

      The power these people possessed could raise up and tear down kingdoms. Could conjurers like these goad Caesar into war? From what Asher had read in the ancient scrolls, he could answer only “Yes.”

      The implications staggered him. He visualized how a dark, underlying “force”—a powerful “intelligence”—must have carried along this monstrous evil from the distant past civilizations to his day. But from whence did this “intelligence” arise?

      

      Aboard his ship as he departed Alexandria, Asher gazed back at the Pharos Lighthouse shrinking below the southern horizon. Turning toward the west, he beheld the orange ball of the sun descending toward the waters. A thought hit him like a lightning bolt.

      He rushed to his cabin on the port side of the poop deck. Inside, he rummaged through stacks of scrolls and codices he had stored in a bulkhead cabinet.

      He found it. A Hebrew scroll of the ancient Book of Job. After lighting an oil lamp swinging above, he unraveled the scroll on his oaken desk. Sitting on a stool, he pored over line after line of the Hebrew text, reading from right to left, passage after passage.

      There! He found what he sought.

      

      Now there was a day when the sons of God came to present themselves before the LORD, and Satan came also among them.

      And the LORD said unto Satan, Whence comest thou? Then Satan answered the LORD, and said, From going to and fro in the earth, and from walking up and down in it.

      

      Asher scanned past a part where Satan spoke slander against Job. He then read…

      

      And the LORD said unto Satan, Behold, all that he hath is in thy power; only upon himself put not forth thine hand. So Satan went forth from the presence of the LORD.

      

      Asher stood up and exited his cabin. For several minutes, he paced on the now darkened main deck. Gazing up into the stars, he brooded and mulled over these passages from Job.

      “God had allowed Satan the power… the right… the ability… to involve himself in the affairs of men. He even permitted Satan to take away Job’s riches.

      “If Satan took away all of Job’s riches, could not Satan also have the power to give riches to other people?

      “In Job’s case, God, not Satan, granted Job wealth. Job had followed after God… like my father.

      “But, does God also give wealth to the murderous tyrants who plague our world? Preposterous!

      “Or… Does Satan give these villains their riches?

      “I must find out!”

      Returning to his cabin, Asher felt fatigue settle upon him.

      He slept hard that night as the ship rolled westward over the Mediterranean waves.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 119

          

          
            “Turn from your idols!”

          

          First Century Ephesus

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks later, Asher arrived in the port city of Ephesus, the second largest city in the Roman Empire, and only a few leagues south of his home in Smyrna. He wanted to finalize trade deals he had arranged earlier via letters from Alexandria.

      As he stepped off the galleon, he took in the pungent odor of dead fish and the cries of seagulls.

      Walking off the pier onto solid ground, he merged into the bustling throngs along the stone-paved avenues. About two hundred paces from the dockside, he noted a crowd in a large square. A man, standing on a short wide barrel, gesticulated as he spoke. Asher couldn’t hear him above the din of the crowd, but he could see that some did not appreciate the speaker. They shook their fists and shouted jeers of derision. Others seemed drawn in rapt affinity.

      Intrigued, Asher joined with those meandering on the edge of the assemblage.

      “People of this idolatrous generation! Repent of your sins and turn from your idols!” The speaker thundered.

      A short stocky man in the crowd yelled back. “We have our gods made of silver and gold that we can see. If we keep them happy, we don’t have to worry about any sins!”

      Some in the crowd shouted out in agreement. Tension charged the air.

      “Demetrius!” The stocky man yelled. “Did you hear what he said about our idols?”

      “I did!” A scar-faced, bristly-bearded, black-haired giant answered. He towered above the others with his burn-scarred arms folded over his chest. “And he will answer for it!” The man called Demetrius strode away, with an entourage of scowling-faced ruffians scurrying behind him.

      A man remaining in the crowd hailed the speaker. “Take heed, brother. Did you not see fire in Demetrius’ eyes? That titan could kill you one day!”

      “Young David once saw fire in a giant’s eyes. Do you think he ran from him?” the speaker teased.

      The crowd laughed.

      Gazing over everyone, the orator waved a farewell and the crowd dispersed.  Before he went on his way, his eyes locked onto Asher, whose fine garments contrasted with the garb of the other onlookers. “Sir,” he called out. “I don’t recall ever meeting you. Whatever brought you to my humble oration?”

      “My ship pulled in from Alexandria,” Asher answered, not sure what to make of this fellow. His face radiated intelligence, yet he wore the tunic of a laborer.

      “What do you call yourself?” The man asked.

      “Asher… Asher of Smyrna.”

      “Well, Asher of Smyrna, I invite you to our mid-day meal at the ‘school of Tyrannus.’ I usually preach there, but this morning I sensed the Spirit sending me to the harbor.” A twinkle shone from his eyes.

      “I wouldn’t want to impose….”

      “Not at all, my friend!”

      The joyous expression on the man’s face turned curious—intrigued at Asher’s demeanor. “I sense something in you, some precious secret hiding beneath the surface of your noble visage.”

      “You do have a way with words,” Asher stammered. The man seemed sane enough. “May I know your name, sir?”

      The speaker’s laughing countenance returned in an instant. “Call me Paul. Walk with me now to where we can sup on simple food and talk over the things of the Lord. By the way, which God do you serve?”

      “I serve the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” Asher replied, “in my own way.”

      “A Jew!” Paul responded, intrigued. “I would have taken you for Roman nobility.”

      “Oh no, not me, although many years ago, my father did purchase Roman citizenship.”

      “As did my father before my birth!” Paul responded to Asher’s surprise.

      Paul, accompanied by about a dozen young men, guided Asher through stone-paved streets. They passed hawkers and peddlers of every description until they arrived at a marble-columned pavilion. People milled about, inside and outside of the structure.

      On the side stood low wooden tables surrounded by sitting pillows. Paul invited Asher to recline with him for lunch. Smiling-faced young men and women served them loaves of bread and stew in crudely crafted clay vessels. It reminded Asher of the food he had eaten as a young boy. Warm memories filled him as steam wafted up from the fare.

      After Paul prayed a longish prayer, he gestured to Asher, “Eat, my friend.” He then launched into a question, “What brings you, a Jew of your station, to Ephesus today?”

      “Business, as always,” Asher responded. “My ships trade across the Empire.”

      “I’ve traveled much myself, but on a different business. My father wanted me to go into the merchant trade like you, but years ago I received another calling.”

      “Calling?”

      “The call of God to preach the Gospel.”

      “What do you mean, ‘the Gospel?’”

      “I mean the ‘good news’ of Jesus Christ.”

      “Oh,” Asher sighed.

      “You’ve heard of Him?”

      “I once met him face-to-face.”

      “You met Jesus? You spoke with Him?!” Paul exclaimed, with a thrill in his eyes.

      “I did. Just outside of Jerusalem.”

      “What did you say to Him? What did He say to you?” Paul queried breathlessly, unable to contain his elation.

      “I asked him what I would need to do to gain eternal life.”

      “And what did he say?”

      “He told me I needed to sell all my riches and follow him.”

      Paul’s expression transformed from excitement to awe. “And let me guess… you turned away from Him sadly and walked away.”

      “How did you know?”

      “I know because we have written of your meeting with Him in our Scriptures. Tens of thousands of believers across the world know of your meeting with Jesus. We call you the ‘Rich Young Ruler.’ Did you have authority then?”

      “I did,” Asher answered, his mouth agape. “But how…?”

      “Master Asher.” Paul grinned from ear to ear. “Now I know why God called me to preach near the docks today!”

      Asher sat shocked and bewildered trying to process what Paul had related to him.

      “I believe Jesus wants you to have another conversation with Him. If I recall, when he had looked at you, he loved you.”

      “Yes, yes… the love… I will never forget the love in his eyes. The memory will never leave me. And I’ll confess that at times it threatens to drive me to madness.”

      “Rather than madness, let His love drive you to salvation!” Paul shouted with joy.

      “But if you do know my story, you will recall he told me to sell all and give to the poor. I could not do that then… and… I do not think I can do it now.”

      Compassion formed in Paul’s eyes.

      “Your eyes, Paul. They remind me…”

      “Asher, I want you to know Him as I know Him. I want you to call on Him for eternal life.”

      “I… I don’t know… I don’t think I can.” Asher felt like running—as far as he could—away from this man. Yet here he sat, frozen.

      “If you do not follow Jesus now, you may never get another chance,” Paul entreated. “For all we know, you could leave this life today.”

      “In that case, I assume I would meet God.”

      “And what do you think God would say to you when you meet Him?”

      “I imagine He would weigh my good works against my bad works and decide what to do with me. I’ve given many alms to the poor.”

      “So you think that your ‘good works’ will bring you eternal life?”

      “In all honesty, Paul, I haven’t given much thought to ‘eternal life’ for a long time, considering my work here on earth.”

      “Your work?”

      “These days I spend much time now on trade… and on my search.”

      “Your search for what?”

      “This may sound strange to you, but I seek what I call the ‘Source of All Wealth.’”

      “The Source of… oh, well, I could tell you in one sitting where to find that.”

      “The Lord, God Almighty, you would answer, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “And I would agree with you. But I must know more. I must know how we as people… as individuals… find wealth’s source.”

      “Do you mean money’s source? When I look at your raiment, it appears you’ve found plenty already.”

      “Yes, you see my garments and you hear of my merchant trade. Yet for many years I have never understood how I accumulated this—although, of late, I have grown in my wisdom on this matter.”

      “Do you speak of hard work, honesty, and savvy in your trading?” Paul queried.

      “No, Paul. I don’t believe that any of these qualities gave me my wealth.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I see many other people with these qualities who can never claw their way out of poverty. Why did I or my father before me acquire wealth while people far more hard-working and intelligent did not? My father started with very little, so one cannot say we attained it by inheritance.”

      “I see what you mean,” Paul conceded. “I could ask this same question about the people in the churches I’ve planted. Some possess wealth, while most do not. I warn the wealthy of how riches might make them stumble in their faith, yet I cannot explain why they have it in the first place. The Greeks would call it ‘luck,’ but as a Christian… I do not believe in luck.”

      “As a Jew,” Asher added, “I might call it the ‘mysterious hand of God.’ But such a thought seems blasphemous to me.”

      “Why blasphemous?”

      “Because, when we say ‘mysterious,’ do we not mean ‘arbitrary’ or ‘capricious’… like the gods of our Roman conquerors? Has not God placed laws over all Creation—including natural laws he does not address in His Word? Would He allow anything in all the cosmos to act outside of His control?”

      “He would not,” Paul affirmed. “And yet God does grant free will.”

      “Free will, yes,” Asher agreed. “But with my free will, I can choose only within the confines of these laws. And whenever I violate any moral or natural law, I suffer—sometimes grievously. So what specific laws must a person obey to obtain great wealth? I seek answers to these questions.”

      Paul pondered Asher’s words. “Your search for the Source of All Wealth must fascinate and perplex you at the same time,” Paul said, now intrigued himself.

      “I will hasten to say, since my visit to Alexandria, I understand much more. Please, tell me your story, Paul,” Asher inquired, changing the subject. “Where do you come from?”

      “I hail from Tarsus.”

      “Oh! I have a friend, almost a second father to me, in Tarsus. He’s taught me much about the merchant trade, and we’ve partnered in many business ventures.”

      Paul smiled whimsically, “Might I ask his name?”

      “Gideon of Tarsus.”

      Asher noted a strange expression appear on Paul’s face. Then he spoke. “Asher, the people of Tarsus once knew me as ‘Saul, son of Gideon.’”

      “You? The son… of Gideon!”

      “Yes,” Paul answered.

      Asher’s jaw dropped in awe. “Your father told me of your studies in Jerusalem. He mentioned your zeal against Jesus’ followers. But then he ceased speaking of you. Later, my father Levi told me you had decided to follow Jesus. But I never learned your name.”

      “You could say my father did not take my decision well,” Paul voiced with sadness in his eyes.

      Asher felt sad now himself. “You could say the same about how I reacted toward my father, Levi. Like you, he chose to follow the Nazarene. In my anger, I left him on a pier in Joppa. I never saw him again. He died soon afterward. I will regret that day for the rest of my life.” Tears filled Asher’s eyes. “How I long to embrace him one more time. But alas, I shall never see his face again.”

      “My new friend.” Paul said as he looked into Asher’s eyes. “You could meet him again.”

      “How?”

      “By following him to Jesus. By discarding all that stands in your way.”

      “Paul, my riches have grown many-fold since I spoke with Jesus. And I fear… I fear what would happen if I let them all go—if I decided to follow him.” Asher’s face turned from sadness to indignation. “I read in the Book of Tobit that, “Alms doth deliver from death, and shall purge away all sin.” Paul, I’ve made it my mission to give alms. I use a portion of my riches to help the poor. I believe the more I give, the more I will make myself fit for Heaven. And I’ve given much. Before my father died, I set aside ten percent of my earnings for the Temple. I also gave a portion to the poor. After he died, I started allocating all of my gifts to the poor. Throughout the Empire, whenever I find a synagogue, I drop off a bag of silver and ask its leader to distribute it to those in need.”

      “And you think by giving alms to the poor that this ‘work of righteousness’ will grant you eternal life?” Paul asked.

      “Like I told you before, Paul, I haven’t given much thought to ‘eternal life’ these past several years. I give to the poor now more out of habit than anything else. I do it… because I do it.”

      “We men so often slip into habits, don’t we,” Paul spoke ruefully.

      Asher chuckled. He thought back many years ago to a conversation he had with Paul’s mother, Prudence, in Tarsus. She had opined that Asher would get along well with her son. He could see why now. Their backgrounds and intellects seemed to mesh well. He liked Paul.

      They talked for a while until Asher realized he would need to do business in town before the ship set sail on the morrow.

      “I would like to see you again, my new friend!” Paul exclaimed. “But keep in mind, I may have to leave Ephesus. Demetrius the silversmith will likely raise a mob against me. I want to avoid bringing trouble upon the believers here.”

      “I would also like to see you again,” Asher echoed with sincerity.

      “Before you go, I’d like to tell you about a small group of believers near your home in Smyrna. They might prove hard to locate, given their fear of the authorities, but I’ll give you names.” Paul called to a young man who brought him a pen, inkwell, and a strip of papyrus.

      Asher took the list after Paul wrote it and spoke a thankful goodbye to him.

      As he returned to his ship, a strange feeling arose inside—a pleasure long faded since early childhood. “Joy!” he exclaimed to himself.

      He carried this blissful remembrance onto his ship the next morning while the sailors hauled in the lines and set sail for Smyrna. As the vessel entered the Aegean Sea, he leaned over the prow, viewing the islands dotting the watery horizon. No matter how many times he had traversed this water, the stunning archipelago pocking the clear blue deep never ceased to enrapture him. Pulling Paul’s papyrus out of his pocket, he looked it over and promised himself. “I will find these people as soon as I return home.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 120

          

          
            Grey Wolves

          

          Kadifekale Castle

        

      

    

    
      Order the book for a friend: https://soaw.mysamcart.com/checkout/source-of-all-wealth-novel-ebook

      

      After finishing his call with Caleb on shortwave, Allen decided to spend another day in Istanbul before taxiing to Izmir. The city fascinated him with its mixture of the ancient and modern all jumbled together. From his study of history, he knew the Turks had conquered the city—called Constantinople—in 1453.

      Allen also knew a bit of modern Turkish history from his research about Operation Gladio. Shadowy establishment figures in New York and Washington had funded Turkey’s “Grey Wolves” battalion during the Cold War.

      This “secret army” had sought to restore the glory of the Ottoman Empire across Turkic Central Asia—giving the old Soviet Union major headaches. The Grey Wolves stirred up Turkic nationalism among the “Stans” under Soviet control—countries like Kazakstan, Tajikistan, etc.

      

      Allen took a cab to a three-star hotel. After checking in and stowing his suitcase, he headed to a shopping mall where he purchased a new phone and SIM card.

      Carioch the angel scanned wherever Allen traversed the city, keeping an eye out for demonic activity. So far, he met no trouble.

      Famished that evening, Allen ordered a Turkish shawarma sandwich of lamb and vegetables at a food stall outside the mall. “Delicious!” He wolfed it down and quickly ordered another, hoping his stomach bacteria would adapt to the new environs.

      “I should contact Fazli’s uncle in Izmir to tell him I’ve made it to Turkey,” he reminded himself. Jumbling through his backpack, he found a slip of paper with a phone number on it and called.

      A man’s voice answered, but Allen couldn’t understand the Turkish greeting.

      “Hello. Allen Grady here. Your nephew, Fazli, in Bangkok, told me I could stay with you in Izmir.”

      “Oh, yes! Yes!” The man answered excitedly, switching to English. “So glad you made it. Have you arrived in Izmir yet?”

      “No, I landed in Istanbul and plan to stay for a day and enjoy the sights.”

      “Yes, much to see. I know you will like it!” The man—named Mesut—exclaimed in an erudite cadence.

      “Have you studied abroad?” Allen asked. “You speak excellent English.”

      “When I lived in Pakistan as a boy, the old British Empire still permeated our land. I learned English in one of their schools.”

      “Interesting!” Allen exclaimed. He then asked Mesut about available hotel accommodations in Izmir for Pastor Jeong.

      Mesut recommended one within walking distance of his home.

      After goodbyes, Allen called Caleb on shortwave and passed on the Izmir hotel information.

      The next morning, he explored ancient Istanbul, including Hagia Sophia—the former Orthodox cathedral converted by Muslim Turks into a Mosque.

      He couldn’t get enough of the street food, including the flatbread and lamb rotisseries. He found Turkish fare similar to Mediterranean foods he had enjoyed in the States and Bangkok.

      Despite his revelry in this exotic land, he could not shake a foreboding that threatened to smother his soul. The angel Carioch sensed his apprehension. Carioch also detected sadness—knowing how terribly Allen missed Emily and the kids.

      That night in the hotel room, Allen lamented, How long will I have to endure this? Jet lag kept him awake—praying and staring at the ceiling—until 2 a.m. before he finally dozed off.

      The following morning, he booked a taxi to Izmir. Inside the vehicle, he called Mesut to alert him of his arrival time. After that, he dozed off in the back seat and snoozed for the duration of the six-hour drive.

      Upon Allen’s arrival, Mesut greeted him with a smile and a handshake. Eight other family members gathered around, offering Allen food to eat and a place to sit. No one other than the patriarch and his wife could speak English, but that didn’t stop everyone from conveying their welcome.

      “Tomorrow, I will take you to Kadifekale Castle—only a short drive from here,” his host announced. “I know the architecture will not match Istanbul, but you will enjoy it. When I visited the castle last week, I met a young archeologist who digs in the grounds. I’d like you to meet him.”

      “I would love that!” Allen exclaimed. “I’ve never visited an archeological site.”

      The next morning, after a Turkish breakfast of boiled eggs fried in butter, thyme, and red pepper, Mesut drove Allen up Mount Pagos. They passed the impressive “Atatürk Mask” alongside the road—a Mount-Rushmore-like carving of Kemal Atatürk, the founder of modern Turkey. Arriving at a parking lot outside of Kadifekale Castle, they walked toward a small incline. Passing by recently planted saplings, the two trudged upward—arriving at the arched gateway of a medieval castle.

      Walking inside the castle wall, they passed by a green grassy area accented by partially exposed underground ruins. The stone structures sank deep into the ground.

      In a back corner of the wall, covered by shade trees, a young man crouched on the ground. He scraped with a hand shovel into an indentation.

      “Ah, the young archeologist, Orhan, at work!” Mesut exclaimed to Allen.

      As they sauntered over, the young man looked up with a smile on his sweating face. With shirt-collar open and dust on his clothing, Orhan stood and greeted Mesut. “Selam.” He then turned to Allen, saying, “Hello.”

      “Selam,” Allen answered back. “Do I call you ‘Orhan?’”

      “Yes, and your name?”

      “You can call me ‘Allen.’ Your work here fascinates me. I’ve never visited an archeological dig before. How did you come to work here?”

      “After finishing university in Ankara, I moved back home here with my family. But I couldn’t find work. So, I asked the castle’s caretakers to let me dig. My family supports me for now.”

      “You speak English well,” Allen complimented. “How did you learn?”

      “I spent a year in Oklahoma as a high school exchange student. Great time!”

      “No kidding!” Allen exclaimed. “Did you major in Archeology at your university in Ankara?”

      “Yes, but it seems no one wants to hire an archeologist with so little experience.”

      “The authorities don’t mind your digging here?” Allen asked.

      “I got a license. My degree at least helped with that. And the park supervisor thought I might attract tourists.  As long as I restore the landscape wherever I finish, I can dig as long as I want. A few days ago, I started in this corner. I haven’t found anything yet, but I hope to, someday.

      “What made you want to dig here in the first place?” Allen asked.

      “I used to run and play here all the time as a kid,” Orhan related. “And since then, I’ve always dreamed of finding buried treasure. It stirs my imagination. This site has quite a history, you know—going back to Alexander the Great, from what I’ve read.

      “What if you find something valuable?” Allen asked. “Can you take it off-site to analyze it?”

      “The government has strict regulations on archeology. If I find anything, I can take it home and research it online. But I do have to eventually hand it over to authorities.”

      Allen had a thought—which he shared with Orhan. “Would you mind if I help you with the dig? I plan to stay in town for a while, so I’ll have time on my hands. And I could do whatever grunt work you need.”

      “I would love to have your help!” Orhan exclaimed. “I’ll get you registered as an assistant.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 121

          

          
            Ancient pottery

          

          “That sounds fascinating!”

        

      

    

    
      Allen spent the next few weeks working beside the young archeologist, Orhan. The temperate weather that time of year made working outside comfortable.

      As they dug deeper into the sandy soil, they began to uncover pieces of what looked like ancient pottery. Orhan brought these to the İzmir Archaeological Museum for further examination.

      The work both thrilled and consoled Allen, keeping his loneliness and fear in check.

      Carioch continued to watch over him. From time to time, he would observe minor devils engaged in acts of mischief—but no action directed against Allen. The imps would promote frivolous deeds of evil amongst the people—intent on edging them further away from their Creator.

      As Allen and Orhan scraped away at the dusty site, they would have long conversations. Allen found many opportunities to talk about Jesus with him, and Orhan would listen intently.

      In college, Orhan had pursued a “secular path,” maintaining only a superficial observance of his family’s religious heritage. As he listened to Allen, a budding interest in Jesus Christ arose in his heart. It amazed him that God could give him full assurance of eternal life—now—while Orhan still walked the earth! The idea of a loving God taking away all fear of death filled him with hope and fascination.

      

      It took a while for Pastor Harold Jeong to obtain his tourist visa to Turkey. But after more than four weeks of red tape with the Turkish Embassy in DC, he received it.

      After ordering plane tickets, he drove down to Petersburg, Virginia to meet Caleb. In Caleb’s living room, he got on the shortwave with Allen. “I should arrive in Izmir within three days,” he informed him.

      “Great!” Allen responded. I really appreciate your coming.” He described to Harold how he had met Orhan and told him of their work on the archeological site.

      “That sounds fascinating!” Harold exclaimed. “I wouldn’t mind joining you two, myself.”

      Harold drove back to Northern Virginia, where he made final preps for his travel. He and Alice agreed he would not set a return flight. He wanted to stay as long as he could to support Allen.

      “The situation seems like a black box of uncertainty for him,” Harold observed to Alice. “Who knows how this’ll end? Will he have to hide for the rest of his life?”

      “Only God knows,” Alice replied. “For now, God has called you to Izmir. Let’s see how He uses you to care for Allen.”

      Harold hugged Alice for a long while. Although eager about the trip, he didn’t look forward to saying goodbye to his wife and his church members.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 122

          

          
            “Your vain and miserable quest!”

          

          “Re-indoctrination” would commence in force

        

      

    

    
      The two operatives in Bangkok, plus Hood—who they now barely tolerated—continued to search for the elusive blogger. They found nothing.

      The demons assigned to the operatives raged and fumed. Black smoke chugged out of their nostrils and red fire blazed from their eyes. They ached to see the blogger’s blood spilled! One demon, whose skin resembled smoldering coals fumed, “I think he skipped town!”

      

      The Archangel, whose sword the demons had swatted away, had retrieved his weapon from the River Kwai in Kanchanaburi Province. He now hounded the demonic hosts incessantly at close quarters. “You will never stop the blogger! The Lord God Almighty will protect him. And even if you do destroy his body, you will never destroy his soul! The Holy Spirit has sealed him for all eternity! Give up on your vain and miserable quest!”

      The demons would attempt to surround the Archangel with blazing scimitars, but he always eluded them. His boldness gave evidence to the demons of much-increased prayer for their quarry.

      

      The Network commenced a voice scan of Bangkok—listening in real-time to cell phone conversations all throughout the city, trying to match the voice picked up via ELINT near Fazil’s apartment. But they found nothing. They also lobbied Thai authorities—hoping to access archives of past phone conversations. But the red tape could take months before they got it.

      

      Stephen Hood spent hours in the hotel room lying in bed. His inactivity irked the two operatives to no end. They viewed him now as nothing more than dead weight.

      Stephen’s mind journeyed deep into his past. Images and sounds flashed before him. His grandmother, his parents, his siblings—each would enter his thoughts in living color and sound. In one scene, he recalled his grandmother’s voice. “Arlen, Arlen,“ she called. He could see her smiling, and it warmed his heart.

      My name? Arlen? He pondered. The more he thought on this, the more it made sense. The Network had given him another name—a label for the “identity” they had forced upon him.

      “Arlen,” her voice spoke again. In his memory, he could see his grandmother sitting at a battered old piano with a young boy beside her. “Let’s sing another song, together,” she said. She and the boy belted out a rendition of “This Little Light of Mine.” Stephen could sense her love flowing over the boy.

      In his mind’s eye, gauzy images of green grass surrounding a back porch passed before him. Two other voices—in a kitchen beside the porch—joined in the song. Mother? Father?

      The images faded—replaced by the two operatives in the hotel room poring over their laptops.

      As Stephen gazed passively—dismissively—at the two thugs, a thought, clear as day, came to him. “I have to fight the Network, even if it costs me my life.”

      The decades of MK-Ultra indoctrination sloughed off his mind like skin shed from a reptile. I will fight them, he thought. I will avenge the years they’ve stolen from me. Rage filled him—a controlled rage, a latent rage, waiting for release at the proper time.

      

      After several days of watching Hood lie in bed while they worked, the two operatives’ frustration reached a crescendo. They complained incessantly to their superiors of his uselessness.

      Finally, the Maryland office relented and agreed to transfer Hood to the Network’s compound in West Virginia.

      

      “We’ve received orders to drive you to a jet waiting at Suvarnabhumi Airport,” one of the operatives barked to Hood. “It’ll fly you to the States.”

      Hood complied. “No objections,” he said.

      

      The Archangel remained in visual range of the business jet—-engulfed by demons—as it flew forty thousand feet above the Bering Sea. He knew Stephen’s destination. And he doubted he could follow him underground into the compound—likely saturated with a host of demons. But he did plan to inform his brothers-in-arms of Stephen Hood’s arrival. With their help, he hoped to find a way to penetrate the compound enclosure. It seemed that God had begun something inside of this man. The Archangel did not want to lose him.

      As he flew at seven hundred miles per hour, he observed streaks of light piercing across the cloudless sky. More angels merging with him! He knew that the prayers of the saints—if they remained fervent—could imbue him and his new companions with great power for the days ahead.

      

      Upon Hood’s arrival at the West Virginia compound, a Network supervisor informed him, “We plan to keep you ‘on hold’ in case we need your help again with the blogger.” His supervisors had acknowledged—grudgingly—that he possessed a superior understanding of the case.

      Yet this “mental distraction” of Hood’s—that the two Bangkok operatives had described to their supervisors—would have to go. In the West Virginia underground compound, his “re-indoctrination” would commence in force immediately.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 123

          

          
            Through the dark streets of İzmir

          

          “For our whole lives, we’ve believed a lie.”

        

      

    

    
      Allen met Pastor Harold Jeong at İzmir Adnan Menderes Airport around 9 p.m.

      After finding Harold’s bags on the conveyor belt, they walked to a taxi depot and hailed a ride to Mesut’s house. Harold planned to spend one night there before checking into the hotel nearby.

      As they rode in the taxi through the dark streets of Izmir, Allen exclaimed, “Your coming to Turkey means so much to me!”

      “You might say your story kindled my adventure streak,” Harold winked. “I served in the army. Including time in Afghanistan.”

      “Yes. I remember your mentioning Afghanistan on shortwave.”

      “I did three tours. About two and half years total.”

      “You must’ve dodged a lot of bullets. Did you ever get injured?”

      “An IED blew up a Humvee in front of my vehicle once. I got a shard of shrapnel in my leg. And snipers fired at us sometimes when we entered villages. Three of my buddies got killed that way.”

      “Why did you go to villages?”

      “Lots of reasons. To search for Taliban infiltrators… to make friends with the locals… to check on the opium-poppy fields.”

      “Opium-poppy fields? Did you destroy them?”

      “Absolutely not!” Harold exclaimed. “Commander, U.S. Forces - Afghanistan ordered us never to touch them.”

      “You mean he wanted the Afghans to grow poppies?”

      “He never stated that directly. But he sure didn’t let us get in the way of the growers.”

      What Harold shared made Allen think of what he had researched about Operation Gladio.

      “My commander said we would destroy their whole economy if we burned the fields,” Harold added.

      “But why didn’t the U.S. encourage them to grow other crops like fruits or vegetables or grains?” Allen asked.

      “I asked that question. Never got a straight answer.”

      As they rode in the back of the taxi, Harold leaned toward Allen’s ear. He didn’t know if the Turkish driver understood English. Whispering, he said, “After patrolling through one Afghan village, I got a real picture of what went on there.”

      “What do you mean?” Allen whispered back.

      “I’ll tell you later.”

      The taxi arrived at Mesut’s house. Allen tipped the taxi driver well and gave him a Turkish-language tract about Jesus Christ.

      As the smiling driver zoomed off, the two went inside. Mesut and his wife had waited up late for them. In true Near Eastern fashion, they had laid out a spread of flatbread, hot grilled lamb, and innumerable vegetables, spices, and fruits, along with tea and sodas. They placed it all on a low square table surrounded by plush sofas. A veritable late-night banquet to greet their new guest.

      After about forty-five minutes of chatting and feasting, Mesut and his wife excused themselves and, after clearing the table, went up to bed.

      The whole time they had eaten, Allen could barely contain his curiosity about this “real picture in Afghanistan” Harold had spoken of. As soon as he heard the bedroom door upstairs shut, he blurted out, “Harold, you gotta tell me what went on there in Afghanistan.”

      Harold nodded. “I remember asking a villager why his family cultivated so much opium. And he gave me an answer you would expect—to make lots of money. But then I asked him who he sold the opium to. Do you know what he told me?”

      “What?”

      “He told me about a time his family had sold off a huge load to some local Afghan merchants. Out of curiosity, he hopped on his bicycle and followed their Humvee tracks down a dirt road.”

      “They drove a Humvee?”

      “Apparently so. Anyway, as it got dark, he put on a pair of night vision goggles he’d finagled off some soldiers and trailed the Humvee from a distance. Near the end of the road, he came to an area surrounded by soldiers in American uniforms. As soon as he caught sight of them, he ducked down behind a bluff. I assume they never saw him.

      “Within minutes, he heard an airplane take off. When he looked up, he saw an American C-130 fly right over him. He peeped over the bluff and saw what looked like a makeshift airport—a couple of cargo planes, helicopters, and vehicles near a small hangar. C-130s can take off from crude runways, so it wouldn’t take much to build the place.”

      “Couldn’t the Humvee have driven somewhere else—not even going to that location?” Allen asked.

      “He said he spotted the same Humvee parked by the C-130s that had left his family’s farm. It had a big dent in its front fender. Plus the Humvee tracks he’d followed didn’t branch off anywhere else.”

      Allen whistled. “It all makes so much sense. A secret airport for drug trafficking.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know how I lambast the big bankers in my blog, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “I believe that not only do these Establishmentarians control the banking system and the big corporations, they also control the drug trade. When you make a person an addict, you’ve got a customer for life. He’ll pay any amount of money to feed his craving. You’ve got him under your control. Plus he pays you a ton of money—giving you riches. What better vehicle than drugs for the one-two punch of control and riches? ”

      “That does make sense,” Harold agreed. “But why would these ‘Establishmentarians,’ as you call them, fight the drug runners at the same time? What about America’s ‘War on Drugs?’”

      “Ah yes! The famous ‘War on Drugs.’ What a perfect way to eliminate competition to the Establishment’s drug trade.”

      “You know,” Harold remarked. “Two months ago, I would have written that off as conspiracy lunacy. But after hearing about what you’ve gone through, I can almost believe it now.”

      “You gotta learn about Operation Gladio,” Allen encouraged.

      “Now you’ve confused me, Allen.”

      “How so?”

      “Why would the American people put up with all this evil if anyone can just look up the evidence for it? It doesn’t make sense. You’d think the whole population would have risen up by now and tarred and feathered these gangsters a long time ago.”

      “You’ve asked the trillion-dollar question, Harold. And the answer might depress you.”

      “Depress me? Why?”

      “Because it comes down to human nature. Do you remember the Chronicles of Narnia children’s book series?”

      “Yeah, I do. My kids love it.”

      “Do you remember what the lion Aslan called the children who came to visit Narnia?”

      “I think he called them ‘sons of Adam and daughters of Eve,’ if I remember correctly.”

      “Yes! And I would argue that people tend to follow in Adam and Eve’s footsteps. Satan, in the Garden of Eden, deceived them. And since then, we’ve allowed ourselves to fall into the same trap. Almost like we want someone to deceive us. We seem to enjoy living in our ‘bliss of ignorance.’ We don’t want anybody to rock the boat because whenever we learn the truth, we feel obligated to do something about it—which requires pain and struggle. So we bury our heads in the sand and pretend the problems don’t exist. Even worse, we slander folks who bring up these subjects. We call them wacko conspiracy theorists in tin-foil hats. Even when we see all the evidence staring us in the face, we refuse to acknowledge it—and shut it down emotionally.”

      “Yeah, I know what you mean,” Harold acknowledged. “After that Afghan guy told me about the secret airport, I did nothing. I didn’t share it with anybody. I never even told Alice about it. I guess I wanted to bury the whole thing—to forget about it forever. It destroys my whole understanding of reality. Even talking about it now kills me inside.”

      “Your story sounds like what I heard of a woman back in the 1950s named ‘Kathryn Casey.’” Allen said. “Congress had set up a committee—the Reece Committee—named after its chairman, Congressman Carroll Reece. It investigated tax-free foundations—like the Ford, Rockefeller, and Carnegie Foundations.

      “I’d never heard about that before,” Harold said.

      Allen did a search on his smartphone. “I found it—a transcript of Senator Norman Dodd’s interview about the Reese Committee before he died in the 1980s. Dodd served on the committee with Reese and interviewed executives from these foundations.”

      He scrolled down the screen. “Here. Kathryn Casey.”

      “What does it say?” Harold asked.

      “Before I tell you about her, I want to give some context.” Allen scrolled to the top of the article. “I want to read to you what Dodd said about the foundations.”

      “I’ve always heard they do good,” Harold said.

      “They tell us that. But listen to what this guy from the Ford Foundation admitted to Senator Dodd. He said, quote, ‘Mr. Dodd, all of us who have a hand in the making of policies here, have had experience operating under directives, the substance of which is, that we use our grant-making power so as to alter life in the United States that it can be comfortably merged with the Soviet Union.’ Dodd said he just about fell off his seat when he heard this.”

      “Merge with the Soviet Union!” Harold gasped.

      “Yes. And like I’ve said all along in my blog posts, these elites—these Establishmentarians—want to merge all countries into their New World Order. They use their infinite supply of cash—from their money-printing at the Fed and the banks, or from selling drugs—to foment phony ‘wars,’ like Afghanistan. They whip up people into a frenzy of patriotism, like after 9/11, so they’ll snap into a ‘regimented state of mind’—a ’national security mindset.’ By piling on ‘crisis’ after ‘crisis,’ they’ll mold our minds into accepting a one-world superstate that, quote, ‘keeps the peace.’ And always at the cost of human liberty. Always at the cost of freedom. Always at the cost of 100% of our privacy. All in the name of ‘national security.’”

      “But how could you call Afghanistan a ‘phony war?’” Harold challenged, feeling offended. “Lots of my buddies bled and died over there—fighting for your freedom back home in the States! I feel offended, Allen.”

      “Oh Harold, I didn’t mean to put down your sacrifice over there. You went to fight for freedom. And I respect you for that! I would never want to minimize what you went through.”

      Harold stared across the room. “I guess my PTSD just kicked in,” he said, wiping off a tear. “I got hurt so bad over there. Do you understand?”

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever understand,” Allen commiserated. “But I hope you’ll consider me a friend. I’d never want to do anything to hurt you.”

      “Thanks, Allen,” Harold said, as he wiped away more tears.

      “You know,” Allen continued, “back in high school, I’d thought about joining the military. But I wimped out. Despite that, I hope you’ll still consider me a dyed-in-the-wool patriot.”

      “I do consider you a patriot,” Harold assured. “But you sure seem to march to the beat of a different drummer,” he chuckled.

      “I’ll march with the colonial minutemen,” Allen laughed, “but I sure won’t march with the elite! I honor you guys—you soldiers—but I don’t honor the hierarchy above you. Does that make sense?”

      “It sure does,” Harold said. “But how can little people like us stand up against the elites? We don’t have money. We don’t have power. How do we stop them?”

      “We do have the Lord God Almighty who created the universe,” Allen reminded. “And he loves to use ‘little people’ to knock down giants. Remember David and Goliath?”

      “You have a point. Now, what did you want to tell me about ‘Kathryn Casey?’”

      Allen scrolled down his phone screen. “Here. It says that Senator Dodd spent time with Dr. Joseph Johnson, the president of the Carnegie Foundation. Very surprisingly, Johnson gave him two weeks to rummage through the Foundation’s archives in New York City. Dodd got his assistant, Kathryn, to go through the files. And, Harold, you gotta keep in mind that at the time, Kathryn believed in these foundations. She thought they did good, just like you thought, and she dove into her research with this mindset.”

      “Okay, I understand.”

      “Anyway, after two weeks of poring over archives at the Carnegie Foundation, her whole worldview got flipped upside down.”

      “How so?”

      “What she read in the archives will answer your question. Listen to this quote from one of the papers she rummaged through. ‘We are now at the year nineteen hundred and eight, which was the year that the Carnegie Foundation began operations. And, in that year, the trustees’ meeting, for the first time, raised a specific question, which they discussed throughout the balance of the year, in a very learned fashion. And the question is this: Is there any means known more effective than war, assuming you wish to alter the life of an entire people? And they concluded that no more effective means to that end is known to humanity, than war. So then, in 1909, they raised the second question, and discussed it, namely, how do we involve the United States in a war?’”

      “That year, 1909. What year did World War One start?” Harold asked.

      “It started in Europe in 1914… and America entered in 1917.”

      “So you think the Carnegie Foundation helped start World War One?”

      “Kathryn Casey sure thought that. And keep in mind that this woman—before she researched the Carnegie files—believed in the Establishment narrative. But after two weeks of poring over files, something snapped inside of her.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ll read you Senator Dodd’s account about Kathryn: ‘I might tell you this experience, as far as its impact on Kathryn Casey is concerned. Well, she was never able to return to her law practice. If it hadn't been for Carroll Reece's ability to tuck her away in a job with the Federal Trade Commission, I don't know what would have happened to Kathryn. Ultimately, she lost her mind as a result of it. It was a terrible shock to her. It is a very rough experience for her to encounter proof of this kind.’”

      “She lost her mind!” Harold exclaimed.

      “Yes, she did. And if you understand why she lost her mind, you’ll find the key to why most people stay blind to the Establishment’s machinations. To face the truth of what these monsters have done to America, we have to admit they have duped and deceived us—that for our whole lives, we’ve believed a lie. And most people don’t want to cross that bridge. The pain of the realization could drive a person insane.”

      “It sounds like that happened to Kathryn Casey.” Harold conceded.

      “But man ‘o man, I wish people would wake up and fight back!” Allen exclaimed. “We could have so much more freedom if we—as a people—could cast off these fears!”

      “You’ve sold me,” Harold smiled.

      Allen smiled back. “It makes me think of a line in a Christian folk song I’d heard years ago. It always stuck with me. The singer described most people as, ‘Rushing helter-skelter to destruction with their fingers in their ears.’ People don’t want to hear the truth—whether it means admitting the sins of the ‘elites’ or admitting their own sins. Most people refuse to listen to the evidence of the elites’ control over us. So they stay blind and helpless. But in an instant, Americans could win back our freedom if we would just acknowledge reality. If we could unite together, we could abolish the Income Tax and the Federal Reserve in a month. We could start using Greenbacks. We could set term limits on Congress. We could stop all these endless wars. But we won’t—so we don’t. And why won’t we? Because we don’t want to end up crazy like Kathryn Casey. It makes me think of the movie line where a character shouted, ‘You can’t handle the truth!’ By not handling the truth, we stay shackled to the bankers’ chains—while they destroy our dollars and rush us into World War Three.”

      “Allen, one evening with you and I want to change the world!” Harold chuckled. “But I’ve got to go to bed! I’ll keel over if I don’t.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 124

          

          
            “Do it fast!”

          

          No prying eyes

        

      

    

    
      Allen sent off another Jackson Lincoln blog the next morning while Harold still slept. He incorporated what Harold had told him the night before about his experience in Afghanistan with the opium poppy growers. He left out Harold’s identity, of course. Over shortwave, he dictated the blog to Caleb, who gave it to Jessica to post online. It got even more attention than the previous blogs. The section about Operation Gladio fascinated readers. Many chimed in with comments about the government’s corrupt role in the drug trade.

      The blog not only drew the attention of the Jackson Lincoln fans, it also piqued the interest of the Network. Operatives noted the writer’s mentioning of a “friend who’d served in Afghanistan.”

      “We could trace this soldier,” one operative pointed out. “It’ll take time, but with this info, we could correlate when and where this soldier served there. Once we track his identity, we can find out who he communicated with recently. Then—‘bammo!’—we’ll find our blogger.”

      “Do it!” his superior ordered. “Do it fast!”

      

      The next day, Harold moved into his Izmir hotel room and enjoyed a long afternoon nap. He called Allen in the evening. “How ‘bout taking me to the castle tomorrow. I’d like to see the archeological dig.”

      “Sure thing!” Allen replied.

      The next morning, the two Americans woke around five in the morning and met for an early breakfast at a local eatery. From there, they hailed a taxi and rode up Mount Pagos, arriving before seven in the morning. The sun peaked over the mountains in the east. It emblazoned the Izmir harbor in orange and golden sunlight, making their early morning arrival more than worth it.

      Later that morning, the two met Orhan at the dig site, where Allen introduced Harold to him. “So glad you could make it to Turkey!” Orhan exclaimed. “Allen tells me you pastor a church. He’s shared a lot with me about Jesus Christ. But I want to learn more.”

      “Let’s talk when we dig,” Harold offered.

      “I’ll have to get you registered first, but yes, let’s talk then!”

      Harold took a cab back to his hotel room and then did a short tour of the town before they met together again for lunch at the dig site. Orhan had brought a big meal from home, providing enough food for all three. Harold, like Allen, enjoyed the exquisite Mediterranean fare. Afterwards, Orhan and Allen returned to work while Harold sat and chatted with them. He looked forward to joining them later in the work after he got registered with the government as a helper.

      At around three-thirty, Allen’s spade scraped against something solid. “Hey, Orhan, check this out.”

      “What do you see?”

      Allen brushed away dust. “Look at the pattern on this surface—like some sort of pottery. And not just little pieces.”

      Orhan and Harold scuttled over to Allen’s spot. Orhan dug gingerly around the object. It took shape.

      By six o’clock, their throats cracked with thirst. They had run out of water. Harold volunteered to run to a grocery for water bottles.

      As the sun set, they switched on flashlights—continuing to scrape and dig around the object until midnight. By 1 a.m., they managed to lift a fully intact Roman-style clay jar out of the ground without shattering it.

      It stood about one foot high and eighteen inches in diameter—a squat, rounded shape, with its lid sealed on top. In the dark, they couldn’t decipher the patterns on its sides.

      “We’ll need to examine this in a place with convenient internet access—and with no prying eyes,” Orhan stated. “We’ll bring it to the government authorities soon, but I want to spend some time on it ourselves first.”

      “How about my hotel room?” Harold offered.

      “But how will we carry this in a taxi without the driver asking about it?” Allen queried.

      “I’d love to have my own vehicle, right now,” Harold said. “But even then, we’d have to carry it through the hotel lobby with everybody gawking at it.”

      “I have an idea,” Allen said. “Tomorrow I’ll buy a full-sized suitcase and put the pot inside with padding all around. That should get us to your room without any questions.”

      “I like your idea,” Orhan agreed. “But let’s re-bury the pot now so morning tourists won’t see it. As soon as the stores open, you can buy a suitcase.”

      The next day, they managed to transport the pot into Harold’s room intact—and unseen.

      

      Carioch, the angel, sensed an evil presence stirring in the lower realms as the three friends celebrated over the clay pot. But he couldn’t make it out in clear form. He would stay wary. For now, he rejoiced with the three men over their new find.

      

      Over the next week, the three men spent much time in Harold’s hotel room poring over every detail of the clay pot’s exterior. The markings definitely appeared Greco-Roman.

      Orhan noticed that its top had a hairline seam all the way around—likely a lid.

      They ordered a tool online that would enable them to scratch and score their way into the seam. They hoped to pry off the lid without cracking anything.

      

      Allen, in his enthusiasm over the archeological find, had neglected to dictate a blog post for Caleb that week. The thrill of the archeological find consumed his attention.

      Caleb called him on Shortwave to ask about it. “Do you think you could send me a new blog post soon? Your readers want to hear from you.”

      Allen gave him a vague reply about sending a post ‘soon.’

      Caleb didn’t prefer that answer but settled for having to wait. Allen had suffered so much recently. He figured he’d give him a little slack. He sensed Allen seemed happy for the first time in a long while. But he hoped this happiness would not make him neglect his readers.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 125

          

          
            “I think I got something here”

          

          “Fly to Izmir—now!”

        

      

    

    
      “I think I got something here,” a Network operative muttered to himself as he sat amid a sea of terminals and cubicle dwellers. He fired off a text to his superior. “I’ve achieved a correlation between the American voice in Bangkok and a man’s voice archived from Petersburg, Virginia.”

      The supervisor, upon receiving the report, ordered the operative to his office. Minutes later, a cluster of operatives had gathered. By lunchtime, they had a clear identity of the individual recorded in Petersburg—a Mr. “Allen Grady.”

      By mid-afternoon, they had accumulated a history on the man’s life using school and employee records. They sifted through archives of his cell phone calls.

      One operative commented, “It makes sense why he fled to Thailand. He’d lived there for over ten years as a missionary. He must know the place like the back of his hand—making it a cinch to elude us.”

      They found his flight itinerary—Bangkok to Istanbul, Turkey—from over a month ago.

      The next day they attempted to correlate his credit card with hotels and retail stores throughout Turkey. Only overnight stays in Istanbul after his flight came up. After that, nothing else.

      One operative suggested they track down the man Allen had spoken with on the phone in Bangkok—an Urdu speaker, based upon an analysis of his accent. Within a day, they managed to identify Fazli Paracha. Contacting two thug-contractors in Pakistan, the Network arranged for them to fly to Bangkok. They hoped these men would extract information from Fazli after roughing him up and threatening to turn him over to Thai authorities.

      They also researched Allen’s family members. These seemed to have dropped off the face of the earth since leaving Petersburg.

      The Network operatives had one more task: to identify Allen’s Army friend who had served in Afghanistan.

      

      The Network had kept Stephen Hood under guard in the underground West Virginia compound. Weeks of “re-education” had transformed him—restoring his status as a compliant MK-Ultra operative. They used electroshock therapy, hypnosis, and other methods to beat out the “distractions” that had made him so useless in Bangkok. They had restored their “universal soldier.”

      The Maryland higher-ups quickly realized that Steven Hood could prove the crucial element in tracking down the blogger. During his years in Afghanistan, Hood had cultivated a network of relationships in Central Asia. These included the “Grey Wolves”—Turkey’s semi-underground “army” of about two hundred thousand Turks set up by “M.I.T.,” the CIA-funded Turkish intelligence service. Large numbers of these individuals had trafficked opium across the Anatolian plain during the Cold War. But these days, many among the Turkish Gray Wolves now viewed the Network with suspicion, having shifted their loyalties to strict Islam.

      Approaching Hood, one of the supervisors inquired, “Can we count on you? Can you find us people in Turkey who can help track down the blogger?”

      “Yes sir, I can find them,” Hood responded.

      Within days, Hood boarded a Network jet to Istanbul, along with three assistants. After a short night of sleep at an Istanbul hotel, he began his search. For Hood’s first order of business, he contacted Grey Wolves living in the city. After several hours—and an initial payment of two hundred thousand dollars—he managed to hire four of them. He promised to double their money if the team succeeded in abducting the blogger.

      

      In Maryland, the operatives worked the problem of finding Allen’s “friend who had served in Afghanistan.” It took several days, but after sifting through mountains of Army personnel data, they hit pay-dirt: Major Harold Jeong, Retired.

      They found he had booked a flight to Izmir, Turkey.

      “Izmir!!” The cluster of operatives shouted in tandem.

      A senior operative contacted Hood in Istanbul. “Izmir! You need to fly to Izmir—now! Get your Turkish contacts to find the hotel where this ‘Harold Jeong’ stays!”

      Hood and his three operatives halted their traversing through the Turkish capital. He ordered the four Grey Wolves to research Harold’s hotel—and prepare for travel to Izmir.

      The four thugs looked forward to collecting their second suitcase of cash.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 126

          

          
            “You’ve got to leave!”

          

          The two bowed their heads

        

      

    

    
      A foreboding seized Carioch—a darkness unlike any he had experienced since arriving in Turkey. Looking to the northern sky, he saw them—a battalion of demons racing toward the city.

      Dogs barked, the wind stirred, and dark, heavy clouds creeped over the metropolis. From inside Harold’s hotel room, Allen looked out the window. He felt an inky blackness creep into his soul.

      Carioch rushed to his side. “You must flee the city! You’ve got to leave!” A red scimitar sliced between Carioch and Allen, stopping Carioch’s warning midstream.

      Within seconds, hundreds of demons swarmed around Carioch. He knew he could never stand against the onslaught. Nevertheless, he swung his sword in all directions to fight off the stygian avalanche. Within seconds, they drove him outside of the hotel building. To escape, he flew far from the hotel, far from the city, out over the waters of the Aegean Sea. “Oh, that the saints of God would pray,” he lamented.

      Allen turned away from the hotel window and stared at the ancient clay pot. His voice trembled, “Harold... Orhan… I have to go.”

      “Go where?” Orhan asked.

      “I don’t know… I have to… to go,” a bleary-eyed Allen responded. His eyes glazed over.

      “You feeling okay?” Harold asked.

      Allen stumbled and collapsed onto the hotel room’s floor.

      Demons swarmed around him from all sides—poking, prodding, and pricking him with their blades.

      “Call a doctor!” Harold shouted to Orhan.

      Orhan dialed 112, the Turkish emergency number.

      Within twenty minutes, an ambulance arrived at the hotel. Two paramedics rushed upstairs to the room, guided by Orhan.

      The demons continued to swarm, swerve, and dive all around Allen.

      Harold heard him groan as the paramedics placed him on a stretcher.

      He and Orhan followed them as they carried Allen downstairs to the ambulance.

      “Orhan,” Harold said, as the paramedics placed Allen in the back of the ambulance, “you need to stay in my room with the clay pot. We can’t have any of the hotel staff coming in and seeing it—especially with us so close to opening the lid. I’ll ride to the hospital with Allen.”

      “Okay.” Orhan responded, his eyes wide as saucers.

      Harold climbed into the back of the ambulance.

      

      Having eluded the demons over the Aegean Sea, Carioch returned quickly and hid himself in an abandoned pawn shop within view of the hotel. As the ambulance drove off, Carioch followed, flitting from building to building. Demons also followed the vehicle, but Carioch managed to track it all the way to the hospital without any demon detecting him.

      

      During their flight from Istanbul to Izmir, the Turkish Grey Wolves on the plane with Stephen Hood and his three operatives cell-phoned their contacts in Izmir. They quickly learned of Harold Jeong’s hotel building and room number.

      As soon as they arrived in Izmir, they rushed to the nearest rental car kiosk and obtained two sedans which they drove to Harold’s hotel.

      Hood called his team in the other speeding car. “If we barge in, Jeong might slip away, just like Grady in L.A. and Bangkok. So, follow my lead.”

      As they approached the hotel, they parked in an area a few blocks away.

      One of the Grey Wolves, a large barrel-chested man and member of M.I.T., said to Hood, “I’ll go in and talk with the hotel manager. He’ll let me do whatever I want.”

      Within minutes, he came out stating, “He agreed to let us station a man in the lobby. One of us can sit on a sofa and watch the people going in and out.

      “Okay,” Hood said. “We’ll station a Grey Wolf there—no Americans. I want you to rotate men there every two hours. I want another man parked outside in our rental car, ready to follow Jeong if he gets in a taxi. If Jeong walks, the man on the sofa follows him. If he rides, the man outside will trail him. The rest of us will book hotel rooms here so we can get down at a moment’s notice to assist the man following Jeong. Does everybody understand?”

      “Yes, sir,” they all answered.

      “Whoever waits in the lobby will need to download an app that I’ll configure to transmit a tracking beacon. That way, the rest of us can follow the guy trailing Jeong.”

      Hood texted each of them a photo of Harold.

      

      At around 9 p.m., one of the Grey Wolves sitting on the lobby sofa observed a man fitting Jeong’s description step out of a taxi. He watched him enter the glass doors and go to the elevator. Phoning Hood upstairs, he reported, “Harold Jeong has entered the building.”

      “Okay,” Hood responded. “Before Jeong heads downstairs again—probably tomorrow morning— we’ll have a car ready to follow him.”

      

      As Harold entered his hotel room, he noted Orhan sitting in front of the clay pot scratching around the seam of the lid. The young man had deepened the furrow significantly, managing to etch a groove of about a centimeter deep around the top.

      “They’ve stabilized him.” Harold related to Orhan about Allen. “They couldn’t determine any medical condition other than ‘exhaustion.’ They told me that in English. Could you go there tomorrow to get more details about him in Turkish?”

      “I sure can. Did he ever wake up?” Orhan asked.

      “Not yet, but the doctors think he’ll gain consciousness soon. Harold sat down, staring at the clay pot’s lid. “You’ve made a lot of progress.”

      “I think we can open it soon,” Orhan said. “But I can’t stop thinking about Allen. What could have caused him to faint?”

      “I don’t know. Stress? Fatigue? Not sure. But I do know who can help him.”

      The two bowed their heads and cried out to God in prayer.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 127

          

          
            “Silence, foul spirits!”

          

          A blur of events

        

      

    

    
      The demons swarming around Allen’s hospital bed fled as if someone had tapped them with a red-hot poker. “Aaaiiiieee!” They screeched as they scampered away. Harold’s and Orhan’s prayers had hit their mark.

      Near the hospital, Carioch felt strength surge within him as he sensed this wave of prayers for Allen. He rocketed inside the ward and alighted on the floor next to Allen’s hospital bed.

      The demons still hovering below the ceiling mocked Carioch. “You will never save him! The Network will find him—soon, oh so soon!”

      “Silence, foul spirits!” Carioch exclaimed. But the creatures only cackled in derision.

      Turning to Allen, he spread his wings over him. “I will cover you for as long as I can before they come.”

      Allen stirred, opening his eyes. He looked around the hospital ward—dimly lit under yellowish fluorescent lighting. Outside the windows, he could see that nighttime had descended. “What in the world?” He noted dozens of hospital beds in the ward, all occupied by Turkish men in varying states of sickness or injury.

      The man next to him, an elderly fellow in his seventies with a grey handlebar mustache under a sizable nose, turned and smiled ear-to-ear. “You. American?” He inquired with a twinkle in his eye.

      “Yes, American,” Allen responded. “You speak English?”

      The man shook his head.

      Allen wished he could speak more Turkish. He had learned a few phrases since arriving, but not enough to strike up any semblance of a conversation. Well, at least they could smile at each other.

      He fumbled around for his clothes but realized with a sigh that the attendants had wrapped him in hospital garb. He hoped an orderly would stop by soon so he could ask about his clothes—and his cell phone.

      From piecing together impressions, he guessed he had fainted in Harold’s hotel room. He remembered standing near the ancient clay pot with his two friends. But then the nightmares! It had felt as though a thousand pins had pricked him while he had descended into some sort of emotional abyss.

      As he pondered, he noticed a legal pad of paper and pen on an end table beside his bed. He saw a sticky note on it which read, I left this for you in case you want to write anything tonight. Sorry, I didn’t bring any books for you to read. I’ll visit again tomorrow. — Harold

      He picked up the notepad and thought, “Why don’t I work on my blog? I can’t do much else here.”

      Recalling the archeological dig, he blended thoughts about ancient history into his article. He recalled what he’d read in David Astle’s book, The Babylonian Woe. Ancient bankers had operated much like the bankers of today—fleecing the populace by lending money into existence and by fomenting war. Delighting in his ability to recall information without the internet, he scratched away until past midnight.

      After completing what he thought looked like a respectable blog post, he laid the pad down. Noting the mustachioed gentleman beside him still awake, he bid him goodnight—“İyi geceler.”

      The man gave a broad smile and responded with “İyi geceler” to Allen.

      Carioch covered Allen with his wings while the demons overhead inched their way back toward the bedside.

      

      When Allen awoke, a blur of events sped before his eyes. Harold stood beside his bed with Orhan, which gave him a shot of joy.

      But the male orderly standing next to them had a look of terror on his face. He kept turning his face toward the entrance of the ward.

      Four Turkish men in military uniforms entered and passed by the orderly, who nodded fearfully toward them.

      Two western men in expensive suit coats trudged in after them. All six men walked toward Allen and surrounded his bed.

      “By the authority of the Government of Turkey, we place you under arrest!” one of the “military” men proclaimed in English.

      Their frightening visages reduced Orhan to silence.

      Harold demanded, “On what charges?”

      “He will find out in court. But in your case, I would keep silent.”

      Each carried pistols in their holsters and submachine guns slung over their shoulders.

      Harold held his tongue despite the rage boiling inside.

      “We will place you in a wheelchair and roll you to a waiting police vehicle,” one of the Grey Wolves explained. “From there we will hand you over to government authorities for trial.”

      Encroaching demons thrust Carioch aside after a sharp skirmish. Cackling in delight over Allen’s “arrest,” the creatures knew full well Allen would never come close to any “government authorities.”

      Two of the big men placed their arms under Allen and lifted him onto a wheelchair. They rolled him out of the ward, into the front lobby, and out the glass entranceway. A black van awaited, running in idle. The men lifted Allen into the van. Allen struggled, but could not overcome them in his still weakened state.

      Harold followed them out, demanding, “What charges against him?”

      Harold’s manner terrified Orhan, knowing what such people could do. He pulled Harold aside. “We’ll find another way! Shouting at these people won’t help him. They could kill us if they wanted to.”

      Harold and Orhan stood in the entranceway as the van rolled away.

      A man approached from behind. “My superiors wanted me to tell you something.”

      “What?” Harold demanded, jerking around.

      “We want to thank you, Mr. Jeong, for leading us to “Jackson Lincoln.” In his last blog, he referred to you as his ‘friend who had served in Afghanistan.’ We inform you of this to give you insight into our abilities. Using the blog post, our organization tracked your identity by scouring Army databases. With your identity in hand, we tracked your travel to Izmir. We found your hotel, and followed you here to the hospital.”

      Harold and Orhan stared back at the man in shock.

      “Mr. Jeong, if you have any intentions of publicizing the ‘arrest’ of your friend, please squelch those thoughts immediately. I say this for your safety as well as for the safety of your wife and children.”

      “You wouldn’t!” Harold glowered at the man.

      “I… I may not.” The man, Stephen Hood, stammered as if distracted by some far off thought.

      Hood then shook his head as if returning to the moment. “Regarding my organization, I can promise nothing.”

      “What organization?” Harold demanded, getting in Hood’s face—his Army days rushing back to him.

      “I can… I can do nothing.” Hood stammered again with the faraway look returning to his eyes.

      He looks just like a scared child, Harold thought, feeling almost a strange compassion toward the man.

      Hood turned and almost staggered away.

      “What organization?” Harold asked. He noted Turkish faces in the entrance lobby staring at him.

      The strange man stumbled toward the patient pick-up area where a car zoomed up and whisked him away.

      Filled with perplexity, Harold went with Orhan back to Allen’s hospital bed where they searched for any belongings. The orderly brought them Allen’s clothes, but no phone, wallet, or passport. The thugs had confiscated them.

      As they walked toward the exit, the elderly man lying next to Allen’s former hospital bed called to them.

      Orhan turned around.

      The old-timer pointed to an end table.

      Orhan motioned for Harold to come over.

      Harold picked up the legal pad of paper and perused through it.

      “A new blog post!” he exclaimed to Orhan.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 128

          

          
            Unhindered and unquestioned

          

          “I want to pray for you.”

        

      

    

    
      With the Network’s successful abduction of Allen, they called off the Pakistani thugs who had landed in Bangkok. Unbeknownst to Fazli, he had escaped torment and terror. The thugs flew back to Pakistan—following the Network’s policy of “keeping our footprint as light as possible.”

      

      In Izmir, a horde of demons flocked over and around the black van as it traversed southward through the city streets toward the airport. Looking out the windows, Allen noted the utilitarian architecture of the shops and businesses alongside the road—a near photocopy of any town in Thailand, other than the Turkish signage. This observation diverted his attention away, for a moment, from present reality.

      Carioch followed the swarm of evil from a distance.

      Two burly men sat to Allen’s left and right. The rows in front of him and behind him contained more men. No one spoke.

      Within a half hour, they arrived at the airport.

      The Grey Wolves had already called ahead to the Turkish airport authorities. They demanded that the van pass to the tarmac, unhindered and unquestioned. There, a private jet, leased by the Network, waited with its turbines running and fuel tanks filled.

      The Grey Wolves had instructed the air traffic controllers to delay all commercial aircraft. This would allow the private craft to lift off without delay.

      Less than an hour after he had awoken on his hospital bed, Allen found himself sitting in a luxury jet suite, streaking through the air, with eight thugs ensconced around him.

      One of them spoke—a man Allen had not seen in the black van. “You eluded us for a long time, Mr. Grady.” He spoke with no malice.

      This apparent leader of the group carried no air of intimidation like his stone-faced colleagues. To Allen’s surprise, he looked almost worried… troubled.

      The other men seemed perturbed by their colleague’s disquiet. “Mr. Hood.” One spoke. “Why don’t you get some rest in the bunk room up forward? We’ll take care of this guy.”

      “Mr. Hood” took up the suggestion and passed through a sliding door. It shut behind him.

      Allen searched his memory. “Bangkok!” he exclaimed aloud to the grumbling consternation of his traveling companions. I saw that guy in Bangkok with the two other men who crossed the busy street trying to catch me, he thought. He looked troubled even then. The other two men dragged him along while they chased me. He may have slowed them down enough to prevent them from nabbing me.

      

      The jet landed to refuel at London Heathrow and then took off for its final leg across the Atlantic to Dulles Airport in Virginia. A waiting black van picked up Allen along with three remaining thugs, including “Mr. Hood.”

      I gotta admire their consistency with these black vans, Allen smirked. The rear area of this van had no windows for him to look out.

      Carioch had crossed the Atlantic at a distance behind the airplane. As the van left the Dulles Airport, he followed by darting among trees and buildings along its route. This enabled him to keep it in view while staying out of sight of the demon-escorts.

      After a couple of hours on the road, they stopped at a gas station, where they brought Allen some crackers and soda and got on the road again.

      Allen informed them that his bladder would soon burst.

      The driver stopped by the side of the road in a woodsy, hilly area where they let him relieve himself in the grass. From there the van ascended and descended over ever-steeper grades. After a few more hours, they turned in somewhere and stopped.

      When Allen got out, he saw they had parked in what looked like an underground parking area.

      Mr. Hood and two others escorted him through several doors. It looked like a large office complex but with no windows.

      Further and further into this rabbit warren, they led him until they arrived at a small conference room.

      “Sit here,” Hood said.

      Allen sat as the three men twiddled their thumbs. Apparently, people didn’t fiddle with their cell phones here.

      He heard voices conversing in the passageway. The door opened and a medium-built, tightly-muscled man of about seventy entered the room. An entourage of assistants followed him.

      Edgar Bundy Russell.

      He sat at the head of the table, with his companions filling in the remaining conference seats. He turned toward Allen with a sharp smile—the grin of a fox approaching a hen house. “Mr. Grady. What a privilege to meet you—the great blogger—face to face!” He laughed. “We’ve had quite a time trying to get to know you. You and I even worked for the same company not too long ago, didn’t we?”

      “How could I forget?” Allen replied.

      “Now that we have you here, what should we do with you?”

      “Oh, I’d probably bore you all to tears, so feel free to send me on my way.”

      “Oh, in time, Mr. Grady. But I do believe we need to clear up a few items first. Yet in all honesty, I don’t have the time for that now. I find my schedule so swamped these days having to deal with the quirky new ideas Mr. Murray and Senator Reasoner keep pushing on America. I have you to thank for putting me in this fix, wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Grady?”

      “How could a guy like me have any effect on you, Mr. Russell?”

      “You do have a point.” Edgar chuckled as he stood up and walked to the door, entourage in tow.

      As he departed, Allen blurted out to him, “I’ll pray for you, Mr. Russell… for you and for everyone here. Every one of you needs Jesus. He can save you from your sins… and from yourselves, if you let Him.”

      Edgar stopped and turned. For a split second, his fox-like grin transformed into the baleful gaze of a tiger. He turned and walked out the door.

      “This way,” Mr. Hood said to Allen, as he stood, gesturing for Allen to follow.

      Allen noted Hood’s hands trembling as they walked. “Do you feel okay?” He asked, feeling surprised at his compassion welling up inside toward this man. He yearned to speak with him alone, but he guessed that listening devices probably monitored every square inch of the place.

      Hood said nothing as he led Allen through the corridors.

      After more passageways and stairwells than Allen could count, they arrived at a small linoleum-floored room. It contained a gray metal bunk bed, a small metal table, and a folding chair. “You’ll stay here,” Hood stated.

      “Before you go… um… could you find me a Bible?” Allen asked.

      Hood stared at him for what seemed a long moment.

      “If you can’t find me a Bible, can you at least tell me your name?” Allen asked. “I want to pray for you.”

      Before Hood shut the door, he whispered to Allen, “Stephen… or Arlen… Hood.”

      

      Another operative came in several hours later, stating, “We will commence interrogation tomorrow morning.” He left before Allen could respond.

      Carioch could not enter the demon-saturated underground West Virginia compound. He decided to stay hidden nearby, hoping an opportunity to minister to Allen would come soon.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 129

          

          
            Hurling artillery shells

          

          Guilt heaped a mile high

        

      

    

    
      Stephen Hood agonized. His body shook in a bathroom stall. The only spot in this infernal beehive they won’t monitor me, he thought. Although they probably stuck a micro-camera in the ceiling.

      Before he had traveled to Turkey, the Network had jackhammered Hood’s psyche. But this “Allen Grady,” with his mentioning of Jesus Christ, brought back Stephen’s childhood memories in full force. Like two battalions hurling artillery shells at one another inside his mind, the power of the Network fought against the power of… of what? “I gotta get outta here,” he stammered as he exited the bathroom.

      His capture of the blogger had reversed the Network’s vendetta against his insubordination. They seemed to “trust” him, although to what extent, he knew not. He decided to test their boundaries. He requested a one-week leave of absence. To his amazement, they granted it.

      So, with his ID cards and cell phones, he exited through layers of security doors until he found himself outside breathing the West Virginia country air.

      As he departed the compound area, a small demon floated above him. The higher-ranking spirits, in their arrogance, now considered Hood nothing more than dead wood. With the blogger encased underground, Hood did not matter anymore. Thus he merited only a token companion.

      Hood called a taxi and took it to the nearest town. He knew the Network tracked him, but he didn’t care. He wanted to sort out this craziness in his mind once and for all.

      Using a phone app, he booked a vacation rental—a restored Victorian home with a wraparound porch.

      After dropping off his backpack in a bedroom upstairs, he headed down two flights of stairs to the living room. There, he found an antique sofa on which to sit. He had wanted a large place rather than a hotel so he could store his electronic devices two floors above. He did not want anybody listening in on him.

      Dropping to his knees on the center throw rug and turning with his elbows to the couch, he cried out in anguish, “God, if you hear me, I need answers. I want to know the truth. The Network programmed me to do terrible things… murder… abducting this guy Grady, who they’ll examine in MK-Ultra-style tomorrow. I’ve got guilt heaped a mile high. If you send me to Hell, I know I deserve it. But please, God. Help me! Save me!”

      He heard no clap of thunder from Heaven, but he did feel something—as though Someone had heard him. Laying down on the couch, he fell into a deep sleep.

      

      Edgar ordered his men to install a television monitor in Allen’s bunk room. It would stream news twenty-four seven. “I want him to see what unfolds these next few days,” he smirked. “He’ll get a nice view of how little effect his blog has had upon our world.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 130

          

          
            A whirlpool of emotions

          

          First Century Smyrna
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      Aboard his ship of trade, Asher caught sight of the inlet leading into Smyrna from the Aegean Sea. He reflected on his experience with Paul a few days ago in Ephesus. While longing to see the man again, business called him back to his home city.

      In his search for the Source of All Wealth in Alexandria, Egypt, Asher had learned much. He had come to understand that the great bankers ruling the earth gain their power by lending money into existence—“money” that far exceeds the precious metals supposedly backing it. He discovered that they maintain this power by secrecy and that they lust for one human activity above all others—war. They understood that rulers at war will borrow to infinity to gain victory.

      Asher had gleaned another truth about wealth—not just in Alexandria, but during his many journeys across the waters over the years. Every man of means he had encountered seemed to possess a singular trait. Powerful and wealthy individuals along the perimeter of the Mediterranean Sea—whether good, evil, smart, or stupid—all seemed to maintain a certain quality. The quality of “focus.”

      Each would set a goal and stay fixated on it no matter what stood in his way. Successful men never let distractions or setbacks divert them. Each would say to himself, “I will succeed and not let anything stop me.” This reality—solidified into Asher’s mind while in Alexandria—removed all vestiges of what he had believed as a young man: that riches arise because of a man’s righteousness.

      What he had read in that “secret chamber” under the Great Library of Alexandria only confirmed this realization.

      These two great understandings—of the evil money-lenders and of “focus” for obtaining great riches—mingled with the joy he had experienced in Ephesus with the preacher, Paul. A whirlpool of emotions swirled inside of his heart. He longed desperately to grasp hold of something “solid”—an “anchor for my soul,” as he would later term it.

      As soon as his ship moored at the pier in Smyrna, Asher rushed across the gangplank—eager to locate the Jesus followers that Paul had listed for him.

      Within two days—after inquiring of workers on the dockyards and peddlers on the streets—he found one of them.

      

      Kleitos, a short-statured man from a village to the north, had begun working in the city two years earlier. Before—in his hometown—he had tried his hand as a stone mason but failed after years of effort. With his wife Polymnia and four children, he migrated to Smyrna. They found a tiny house to rent—large enough for Polymnia to set up her loom for spinning wool, but with little space for anything else.

      During his first year, Kleitos would set out every morning looking for day-labor jobs—joining gangs of workers and bidding for whatever came up that day. His day’s wages, combined with the few drachmas from his wife’s spinning, barely provided enough food for their family.

      But as he mingled among the day laborers, he found several claiming to follow a prophet called “Jesus Christ.” The laborers’ joy, combined with their faith in Jesus for every need, drew Kleitos and Polymnia to their Sunday gatherings. Within a few months, Kleitos’ whole family decided to give their hearts to Jesus Christ.

      The local church elders baptized Kleitos and Polymnia, along with his two older children, in a nearby river. But they refrained from baptizing the younger two. One elder smiled, “We’ll let these two little ones grow up a bit more before we baptize them—to allow them to profess their own sincere faith in Jesus Christ after they fully understand the Gospel. After all, the great evangelist Philip made sure the Ethiopian eunuch believed before he baptized him.”

      A traveling teacher sojourning in Smyrna—a man named Epaphras—spent months with Kleitos, helping him grow strong in the Lord and in His Word.

      From church friends, Kleitos found stable work as a carpenter’s apprentice. He also found a more sizable home for his family to rent.

      

      This “joy unspeakable” emanating from Kleitos’ and Polymnia’s faith drew many other people to follow Christ. The two reached out in love to all who crossed their path.

      So, when a man dressed in a gold-fringed toga knocked on their wooden door one evening, Kleitos greeted him with a smile.

      “How may I help you, sir?” Kleitos asked, grabbing a clay lantern to view the man’s face in the waning light.

      “When my ship berthed in Ephesus, I met a man named ‘Paul’ who gave me your name… Kleitos, I believe.”

      “Paul? The Apostle!” Kleitos exclaimed.

      “Yes.”

      “Please… please, come in!

      While Polymnia greeted the guest, Kleitos and the children brought out two stools and a small table, onto which Kleitos placed a clay oil lamp.

      Polymnia drew the children into a back room, shutting the door and preparing them for bedtime.

      “May I have your name, sir?” Kleitos asked.

      “Asher,” the guest answered. “I met Paul in Ephesus after my ship pulled in from Alexandria.”

      “You must come from afar.”

      “Actually, I live here, in Smyrna, although I did grow up as a child far away. My family raised me in Jerusalem. I work in the merchant trade.”

      “Paul has brought me great honor by sharing my name with you!” Kleitos enthused.

      “In truth, I feel honored to sit here with you. While I do not share your nor Paul’s faith—as a Jew, I follow the Law of Moses—I do want to… I want to understand more of what you believe.”

      “I can help you,” Kleitos said as he glanced at the flickering oil lamp.

      Outside the sun had set.

      “Before you help me,” Asher stammered to Kleitos. “I need to share something with you.” He described his encounter with Jesus many years ago.

      “You? The Rich Young Ruler!” Kleitos exclaimed. “Here, in the city of Smyrna. I… I can’t believe it!”

      Asher nodded.

      “I must bring you to our church this Sunday!”

      “Yes, I will go with you,” Asher offered. “But please. Do not share my story with the others. Not yet.”

      Kleitos promised, “I will keep your story to myself.”

      

      Over the months that followed, Asher visited Kleitos’ church regularly. The members met in the home of one of their wealthier members. Asher always “dressed down” to avoid standing out.

      One aspect of the church confused him. He noted that some members—including the owner of the house—possessed significant wealth. They had not forsaken their riches, as Jesus had challenged him. They had retained their fine clothing and spacious homes.

      One Sunday afternoon, after a weekly “love feast,” Asher pulled Kleitos aside. He asked, “Why would Jesus demand that I ‘sell all’ of my wealth to follow Him? Yet I see the wealthier church members living in fine homes. Their owners did not give up all their wealth to follow Christ. Has your doctrine changed since Jesus walked the earth?”

      “I believe,” Kleitos replied, “that the Lord saw your riches standing between you and Him. These people of wealth you see at our church may have faced ‘barriers to faith’ different from your own—maybe pride or lust or something else. Yet they broke through—giving their hearts fully to Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ likely saw riches standing between you and your faith in Him. He wanted to break your barrier so He could give you His love in full.”

      For weeks afterward, Asher could not shake Kleitos’s words from his mind.

      He found over the coming months that his work no longer brought happiness. The realization of life’s temporary nature enveloped him like a cloud. A thought plagued him: I will go to my grave. And all of this—my gold, my silver, my ships, even my knowledge of the Source of All Wealth—they will pass away for eternity.

      One month later, on an early morning, Asher strode to Kleitos’ house. Mist still clung to the ground.

      A bleary-eyed Kleitos opened his wooden door. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” He asked with a yawn.

      “I want it now!” Asher exclaimed. “I want to forsake all and to follow Jesus Christ! I want to repent of my sins—including my idolatry toward wealth—and to give my whole heart to Him alone.”

      “Hallelujah, my dear friend! Come and let us pray together!” Kleitos exclaimed with joy.

      Together, they sat out front on two wooden stools while Kleitos’s family still slept inside.

      Asher lifted his eyes toward the heavens, “Oh Lord Jesus. You met me long ago. And I turned away. Yet you love me still. And now, after all these years, I return my love to you—to you alone!” Clenching his fists, he bowed his tear-strewn face to the ground and cried, “I forsake all. I choose to sell all and to follow You, Lord Jesus. Even if you make me a beggar on the streets, I don’t care anymore! I want You alone!”

      While the early morning mist still hung in the air, Asher gave his heart in full to Jesus Christ.

      While Kleitos and Asher could not see them, myriads of angels swirling around the little house sang for joy. One among them went by the name of “Carioch.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 131

          

          
            Something bad may have happened

          

          “We’ve got to remove this crazy lunatic!”

        

      

    

    
      “Ben,” Emily called to her fifteen-year-old son. “I have a feeling that something bad may have happened to Daddy.”

      Ben could see strain in her eyes. “I feel it too, Mom.”

      The two gathered the other four kids to pray. The family had prayed a lot since arriving months ago at their hideout on the outskirts of Colorado Springs. They had gone completely “dark”—no smartphones, laptops, or internet.

      Wally O’Brian and others did everything they could to supply the Grady family with food and other provisions. They gave them books, board games, sports equipment, and DVDs. These enabled the Gradys to pass the time educating, exercising, and entertaining themselves.

      Local families with children also visited, enabling them to play together and have fellowship.

      The Gradys thrived in their “non-internet world.” But at times they felt the ache of isolation. And they longed for Allen. From time to time, snippets of information would trickle their way from Caleb. He sent letters to a nondescript post office box near the Gradys’ home, describing Allen’s travels and undertakings, but taking care to leave out the more terrifying encounters. Emily and the kids knew little of what Allen had suffered.

      But now a certain “feeling” struck her like a freight train. She “knew” in her heart that something terrible pressed upon Allen.

      After the time of prayer, Emily left the younger children under Ben’s care and drove to the nearest gas station. The place had an old pay phone. There, she dialed Pastor Rick in Petersburg.

      After preliminary greetings, she shared, “Pastor Rick, I get the sense that something terrible may have happened to Allen. Can you ask Caleb Daugherty about this?”

      “I can and I will,” Rick pledged.

      As tears welled up in Emily’s eyes, she pleaded, “Pastor Rick, I need you to raise up people to pray for my husband. Will you do that?”

      “I will, Emily. The whole country needs him now—including Vice President Murray, from what I hear.”

      After he got off the line, Pastor Rick went to work. He delegated Sunday’s sermon to his assistant pastor and cleared his schedule. For the rest of the day, he worked the phones and social networks—imploring people to “plead before the Throne of Heaven” for the blogger. As word spread from friend to friend, the message went ‘viral’ around town. More than two hundred people took up the task of praying night and day for Allen.

      

      Alice Jeong called Harold in Turkey to check up on him.

      As they spoke, she sensed a trembling in his voice.

      “Has anything gone wrong?” Alice implored.

      “Just pray,” Harold exhorted. Fearing reprisals against his wife and family, he shared nothing of Allen’s abduction.

      “I‘ll pray,” Alice promised, wishing he would tell her more.

      

      After getting off the phone with Harold, Alice called Grace Lee. “Can you go with me down to see Jessica after you get off work?” she asked. “I know this’ll make a late night for you, but I don’t know what else to do.”

      Grace could sense trepidation in Alice’s voice. She agreed to ride with her. “I’ll text Jessica a heads up,” she said.

      As they drove south, Alice related to Grace, “Harold didn’t say anything specific, but I got the sense that something bad may have happened in Izmir.”

      

      While Alice and Grace rode south, Jessica drove to Sheriff Tinsley’s office where she found Caleb at his workstation.

      He looked glum. “Jessica, something feels wrong. I tried to contact Harold and Allen, but neither of them will answer.”

      “We might get answers soon,” Jessica stated. “Alice and Grace will arrive at my house in a couple of hours. Do you want to join us?”

      “I sure do!” Caleb exclaimed. He pulled his buzzing phone out of his pants pocket.

      “Pastor Rick,” he indicated to Jessica as he viewed the caller on the screen. “Hello? Yeah, I can meet with you,” he said to his phone. “Could we meet at Jessica’s house in a couple of hours?”

      Pastor Rick agreed.

      

      Jessica informed her parents of the impromptu meeting. Before Caleb, Pastor Rick, Grace, and Alice arrived, they prepared their living room to receive the visitors.

      “I can’t understand why Harold seemed so cryptic and evasive,” Alice shared after they all gathered in the living room. “I know he can’t mention anything about Allen, but I don’t know. I get this feeling, this sense, that something may have gone wrong—maybe with Allen.”

      “I got the same message from Emily,” Pastor Rick interjected.

      “Emily called you?” Jessica gasped, surprised to hear Emily had broken her silence in Colorado.

      “She called me and told me she has a really bad feeling about Allen,” Rick shared.

      “From what I hear, so far,” Caleb said, “no one has concrete evidence of anything happening to Allen, but some of you feel it. Have I summed it up correctly?”

      Everyone nodded.

      Pastor Rick added, “I know not everyone here prays that often, but, I do want to tell you I’ve raised an army of prayer warriors. We’ve got a couple of hundred people praying right now for Allen. I plan to call more people soon. What would you think about us praying together now?”

      They all nodded in agreement.

      While they did not pray out loud, Jessica and Caleb found themselves enjoying listening to the prayers of the others around them. A “sense of peace,” as they recalled later, seemed to flow like a shimmering stream into their hearts. The group continued to pray and talk together in the living room until after 10 p.m.

      

      Rick’s “army of prayer warriors for Allen” inspired Alice the next day to contact the Chinese refugee pastor in Fairfax City.  She shared her friends’ burdens about Allen and asked the pastor to pray.

      The Chinese pastor took up the challenge with relish. Within two days, he contacted Chinese pastors all across the United States, Taiwan, and among the Chinese diaspora in Southeast Asia. These people spread the word into China itself. Soon house-churches in the thousands, scattered throughout Eastern China, mobilized. Massive prayer ensued—all directed toward the protection of the blogger, Jackson Lincoln.

      Angels began to move.

      

      Vice President Murray had spoken to tens of thousands during his “whistle-stop” rallies across the heartland. He reached tens of millions more online.

      Yet the relentless media campaign against him and Senator Reasoner had begun to bear its bitter fruit. Commentators mocked Reasoner’s role as “informal advisor” to the caretaker president. They referred to Lyman Murray as Senator Reasoner’s “sock puppet.”

      Well-financed Congressional leaders began to call for impeachment hearings against caretaker President Murray. One career legislator dressed in a five-thousand-dollar suit bellowed on the Senate floor, “We’ve got to remove this crazy lunatic from the office of the president, pronto!” Almost every news outlet in the country played the video of his speech that evening.

      

      Underground in West Virginia, Allen listened to the endless drone of the twenty-four-hour news cycle. The TV mounted to his bunk room wall remained on all the time. The outlook looked bleak for America. He felt as low as his country.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 132

          

          
            “Glorious freedom”

          

          First Century Smyrna

        

      

    

    
      Asher, now a wholehearted follower of Jesus Christ, began to read the letters that Paul had written to the churches in Asia Minor and Greece. As he studied the Scriptures, he noted in vivid detail that “the giving of alms” do not bring anyone eternal life. Thus he concluded that he should reject the Book of Tobit’s teaching that almsgiving “delivers from death” or that it will “purge away every sin.” He understood clearly now that faith alone in Jesus Christ—not good works—saves a person from damnation and opens the doorway to heaven.

      One passage that Paul had written to the church in Ephesus sealed Asher’s understanding of this reality. “For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: Not of works, lest any man should boast.”

      At the same time, he realized that as a child of God, Jesus did call him to a life of “good works.” His works would not give him salvation. Rather, “good works” would flow from his salvation. He took to heart Paul’s reminder to believers. “We are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good works, which God hath before ordained that we should walk in them.” He could now “work out his calling” in glorious freedom as an already redeemed child of God, rather than hopelessly and fruitlessly try to “work his way into Heaven.”

      The exhilaration of this new freedom astounded him!

      Among his first “good works” as a new believer, Asher spent months inventorying his assets. He recorded the value of his ships, homes, land holdings, and mountains of silver and gold coins spread across the Empire.

      What would happen after he gave it all away did not concern him. Like a child, he trusted his Heavenly Father to look after him.

      Asher kept his liquidation plans a secret from the public. He knew if word got out, supplicants would come clamoring to his door. So he confided only in Kleitos, hiring him as a full-time assistant. He did intend to give to the poor—yet in an orderly fashion.

      Kleitos advised him also to consider another desperate need among local churches. Across the Empire, the new congregations springing up clamored for copies of the Holy Scripture: the Apostles' writings and the ancient Hebrew texts.

      Asher decided to allot great swaths of his wealth to scribes and others who would copy, translate, and distribute Scripture throughout the Empire and beyond.

      

      In planning for the distribution of his wealth, Asher did not forget the people working under him in his merchant trade. He thought of the shipwrights, sailors, clerks, carpenters, and tradesmen. In selling off his assets, would he leave them with no income to feed their families? As a new Christian, he considered this unthinkable.

      He sought the Lord’s wisdom for many days until an answer came. He decided to divide his holdings into independent business entities. For example, he would offer a ship captain the opportunity to buy the vessel under his command. If the captain refused to buy, he would offer it to the second-in-command. Since most had very little savings, the buyer would agree, via notarized contract, to pay Asher back, interest-free, from future earnings. Also, the new owner would agree to retain the workers under him for six months, giving them time to find new work if necessary.

      Before setting sail from Smyrna to sell off his holdings scattered throughout the Empire, he met with Lucius, his merchant administrator in Smyrna.

      “Lucius, I had teased you before about starting a business of your own. Now I want to offer you one.” He explained his plan to sell Lucius the port property in Smyrna.

      “You’ve brought me great delight!” Lucius cried as they signed the contract.

      “I hope you will also find delight in Jesus Christ,” Asher said to Lucius with a gentle smile.

      “I will consider what you say,” Lucius responded. Asher had already introduced Lucius to many of his Christian friends. Lucius enjoyed their company.

      

      It took Asher a year of travel and often complicated negotiations. But little by little, he sold off each property. As he transformed these “employees” into “owner-shareholders,” their loan repayments poured into his coffers.

      He pooled these into a fund that would pay for the copying, translating, and distributing of Scripture across the world. He also gave much to the poor.

      

      As his riches eventually drained away to nothing, Asher continued to live in Smyrna, albeit as a near-penniless man now. He had kept his promise to “sell all” for Jesus Christ.

      But the churches in the city and the whole province of Asia—knowing of his immense generosity—sent many gifts his way. Of these, he gave away over ninety percent to the poorest brethren in the church and to beggars on the streets. He used the remaining ten percent to buy food and to build himself a house furnished with a bed, a desk, a chair, and an oil lamp.

      With time on his hands, he sensed the Lord calling him back to his study of the Source of All Wealth. Among his few remaining belongings, he retained notes from his research in Alexandria as well as  jottings he had made since that time.

      Now he intended to compile his work. He would entitle his book, “The Source of All Wealth, An Enquiry into the Money-lending Class, the Ruling Class and the Plebeian Class.”

      Sitting at his desk with the oil lamp burning, he spent day after day piecing together his notes. The book gradually came into form…

      

      In my journeyings, I have learned that mankind yearns to walk in freedom from want. Yet so few attain it. Most remain in destitution, misery, and unmet longings until the day they pass from this life. Yet riches do come to the few—to good or to evil men—who set their minds upon obtaining them. Those who find riches have found the key of focusing all their being upon that which they desire. In their fixation, they remain undistracted by all that would sway ordinary mortals to the left or to the right. They envision. They focus. They attain.

      Most men will look upon the object of their desire for only a short season and then allow the siren songs to turn their gaze. Soon, such men fall into poverty—brought to destitution by diversions that pull them away from their purpose.

      The few who refuse to allow the distractions in life to make them stray from their goal, will, I find, almost always arrive at their destination—despite their harrowing and often delay-filled journey.

      Yet sadly, many who do arrive—who do fulfill their goal of great riches—find only ephemeral pleasure in their earthly holdings. In time, their riches vanish like a house buried under the wind-blown desert sand. King Solomon, in his later years, wrote about his achieving of earthly desires: ‘I have seen all the works that are done under the sun; and, behold, all is vanity and vexation of spirit.’”

      

      Elsewhere in his book, Asher wrote…

      

      A special class of men—I call them ‘money-lenders’—have obtained riches far above all others. Even above kings and emperors. They hide in their secret chambers and pay underlings to do their work—lending money into existence out of nothing. And as the stolen fruit of this usury pours into their coffers, they grow evermore powerful. Their thievery destroys nations as they hound their debtor kings into war and bankrupt all who live under the kings’ reign.

      I see a connection between this “secret of the rich”—their ability to focus on a goal—and the power of the bankers. The bankers have discovered the art of focusing their desires upon the acquisition of ever-increasing riches, to the exclusion of all moral distractions. They focus like none other upon the object of their lust: the domination of the world via the money they control.

      In their effort to achieve this goal, they rape, rob, and plunder the earth. By stealing the people’s money via usury and inflation, they keep the common people in poverty all their lives. And in this state of poverty, the downtrodden people grasp at any shiny bauble or bangle that offers them distraction from their misery. Thus, the poor never  focus in on any one purpose… on any one goal… that would lift them out of their poverty. By keeping the people distracted, the money-lenders enslave them across the millennia.

      

      In another section, Asher wrote…

      

      In surrendering my heart to the Savior, I observe a great dignity among His followers. I see their joy in the midst of poverty! In looking for their blessed hope beyond the grave, believers in Jesus Christ—whether rich or poor—find meaning in this life. They no longer find themselves distracted by the shining bangles and baubles of this world. Rather, they maintain the discipline of focus—focusing on their Savior above all, while also focusing on their calling. Thus they rise in dignity from their low estate. Whether as a carpenter or a minister—a believer becomes more skilled and less distractible. As an undistracted master of his trade, he thus rises out of his poverty.

      

      Asher wrote many more lines, hoping to pass on his knowledge to future generations.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 133

          

          
            Alone and scared

          

          A ‘great helmsman’ in an angry sea

        

      

    

    
      The all-out media bombardment against Vice President Lyman Murray had turned most of America against him. Or at least Lyman felt that way. The power of the Network had reached deep into his soul—into the heart of a man suckled since infancy by the Establishment. He felt alone and scared.

      Senator Reasoner could not help him. The senator had come down with a nasty case of bronchitis and would remain bedridden for several days.

      Several banker-bought-and-paid-for members of Congress began “fast-track” impeachment proceedings against Murray. From early polling, it appeared they would gain the two-thirds majority necessary to bring him down.

      So when Edgar came “knocking on the back gate” of the White House one blustery morning, Murray felt he had no choice but to “let him in.”

      What good would resistance against Edgar do anyway? Lyman thought dejectedly.

      Edgar Bundy Russell strode into the West Wing foyer, past clusters of hand-wringing staffers, and into the Oval Office. He found Murray hunched over the Resolute Desk with a furtive look on his face—like a “scared little child,” Edgar recalled later to the amusement of his peers.

      “Mr. Vice President,” Edgar spoke, “you know what must happen.”

      As the Three Mighty Angels encircled the vice president with drawn swords, almost one thousand spitting, steaming, stinking demons joined Edgar in the Oval Office. Included among the compacted horde stood two gargantuan monsters, Satan’s closest and most trusted lieutenants—relieved temporarily from their escort duties over Coz MacKenna.

      While the Three knew they could never match such a multitude, they fought hard nonetheless. With a forest fire of scarlet blades, the demon horde drove the Three out of the White House.

      Lyman sat unprotected—surrounded by a cauldron of malice.

      Edgar spoke in monotone. “You and Senator Reasoner will pack your belongings. Then, early this afternoon, you will hold a press conference announcing your resignation. The Chief Justice—with whom we’ve made arrangements—will swear in Cosimo MacKenna as your successor. We’ve set up a house in Bermuda. You’ll spend the rest of your life there.”

      As Murray stared at Edgar, the horde of demons crowded in, pressing him with such force that the lights in the room seemed to dim.

      “I’ll go,” Murray spoke, as beads of sweat fell from his forehead.

      “Good!” Edgar responded with a joviality that made Murray jump. “Let’s celebrate with a bottle of whiskey!”

      On cue, a Navy Second Class Petty Officer entered through a side entrance. He carried a jeweled bottle on a silver tray of the finest Kentucky bourbon.

      Murray turned toward the bottle. “Not bad,” he blithered with a ridiculous grin.

      Edgar got up to leave with a smile. “I don’t drink myself, so have all you want.”

      Lyman did. He drank the whole bottle.

      

      “I come to you, my fellow Americans, out of a humbled sense of duty during this grave moment of national crisis,” Cosimo MacKenna spoke to dozens of cameras facing him that afternoon in the White House Briefing Room. “For the past several weeks, we have endured a perilous threat to the fabric of our nation.

      “With President Burkham unable to lead, we saw two of our most cherished institutions come under attack. A tiny cabal of rogue conspirators managed to co-opt the Executive Branch of our government. In a fit of madness, they sought to destroy two institutions woven into the very fabric of our nation—the Federal Reserve System and the Internal Revenue Service.

      “But like other crises in our nation’s history, we faced this peril together. We the People rallied and in unity we overcame it. Our Congress, representing all Americans, made the brave, yet agonizing decision to commence impeachment proceedings.

      “And to his great credit, this afternoon, Mr. Murray resigned—both from his role as caretaker president and as Vice President. The dangerous fanatic, Senator Franklin Reasoner, has also moved out of the White House.

      “So with great reluctance, fully realizing the gravity of my responsibility, I assume the duty of caretaker president. And I join all Americans in praying for a swift recovery for President Burkham—that he will soon return to his role as President of the United States.”

      Coz charmed the people for another thirty minutes about the economy, China, and any other issue he could fit in. Interspersing winsome personal anecdotes, he tugged at people’s heartstrings like a professional puppet master. He really did have a way with words.

      According to the major polls, the American people ate it up! They loved it! Coz made the people feel secure. He made them feel patriotic. Or at least the mainstream media reported it that way, with headlines like:

      “Out with the strange and conspiratorial: Murray & Reasoner”

      “In with the rational and normal: Coz MacKenna”

      “Coz MacKenna, a ‘great helmsman’ in an angry sea, guides us back to the safe harbor of normality.”

      The great helmsman then ordered three agents of his choosing to join the Secret Service contingent in President Burkham’s hospital room. Integrating them into the rotation would take several days of red tape. Yet he felt no urgency. He had everything under control.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 134

          

          
            Crucified

          

          “I will not recant!”

        

      

    

    
      No matter how much he tried to keep it quiet, Asher could not suppress the news in Smyrna of his financial downgrade.

      Roman authorities soon got wind of it. The proconsul called his advisors, ordering them to investigate the matter. Spies reported back that Asher’s “Christian religion” had motivated his behavior. They also said he had used his wealth to finance the spread of Christianity.

      This proconsul hated the new faith for its refusal to worship the Emperor. Christians did not fit in. The demons swirling around his head told him to strike Asher down.

      

      One morning, when Asher stepped out his front door to stretch and to pray, twenty Roman soldiers arrived. Rushing upon him, they chained his hands and feet in shackles and led him off.

      

      “I will not recant!” Asher exclaimed into the face of the proconsul. “I will never deny Jesus Christ, the One who saved me from my sin—and I will not burn incense to the graven image of the Emperor. I will obey his laws as long as they conform to God’s Law, but I will not worship him. I will worship the God who made all things—Him alone!”

      Asher’s proclamation enraged the proconsul. “Crucify this man!” He roared. “Make him suffer! And take that other man Kleitos out and crucify him, too! We will rid our city of this scourge against our ancient religions.

      “You honor me by sending me to the cross,” Asher spoke to the proconsul. “You have granted me joy beyond measure.”

      “Get this lunatic out of my presence,” the proconsul harrumphed, “and take his friend with him. I want them nailed within an hour!”

      With that order, the guards pushed, shoved, and harried Asher and Kleitos to a hillock outside of town. A crowd of more than two hundred people followed the procession of wood, nails, and condemned men.

      “Not every day we see a rich man hammered to a tree,” one man scoffed.

      “Not rich! I hear he gave all his money away,” another voiced as they tramped up the hill to view the spectacle.

      

      Excruciating pain from the nails shot into Asher’s wrists. Whenever he slumped down on the cross, he could not breathe. So,  to take in air, he pushed himself up on the nail pierced into his heels.

      Within his afflicted body, a light of joy shone. The words of Scripture, “who for the joy set before Him, endured the cross,” coursed through his mind.

      Asher’s life ebbed away in agony until at last he held no more strength to push his legs up again on the nail for another breath. As he suffocated, the landscape around him faded.

      Blades of light entered his view—or his thoughts? Asher beheld eyes filled with love—a love he had looked upon long ago.

      Jesus Christ, His Savior, had come to take him home.

      As he departed earthly existence, he thought, I have found Him. I have found the Source of All Wealth.

      

      A day later, the guards pulled Asher’s dead body down from the cross and dumped it into an unmarked pit.

      The Romans would fill many other pits as they hunted down Christians throughout Smyrna and the countryside—eventually crucifying more than a hundred believers.

      Decades later, the Apostle John transcribed the Words of the risen Christ in his Book of Revelation. Jesus commended the believers of Smyrna for their faithfulness in the midst of horrific persecution.

      

      Asher’s yet unpublished and un-copied manuscript lay inside two clay pots—in a compartment under the floor below his writing desk.

      The proconsul sent men to confiscate Asher’s house. Following orders, they gave it to one of the proconsul’s spies.

      Within a year, this man—a drunkard—ended up burning the house down on top of himself while he slept. His neighbors found his charred, smoking body in the blackened rubble with a macabre grimace on his face.

      The town officials decided to level and bury the ruins under a layer of dirt. Soon, another house stood upon the old structure’s foundation.

      As the decades and then centuries passed, men built innumerable other structures over the little plot of ground. The sands of time and the warring armies of history criss-crossed over it.

      In the late fourteenth century, a Greek Byzantine ruler decided to build a stone citadel on an area encompassing Asher’s plot of ground. During the next hundred years, Mongols and Seljuk Turks roared over the fort’s walls like tidal waves, piling up bloodied bodies like cordwood.

      Asher’s manuscripts lay buried, undisturbed in their culvert, inside the two clay pots. The leather binding and animal-hide vellum pages preserved Asher’s text as millennia of history passed a few feet above.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 135

          

          
            Realistically, what could he do?

          

          Koine Greek

        

      

    

    
      As multitudes prayed for the blogger, more angels entered West Virginia. Staying hidden from the demons, they floated down like snowflakes into the woodlands and pastures surrounding the Network’s underground compound.

      

      Across the Atlantic and halfway across the Mediterranean Sea, Harold Jeong stared out his hotel room window at the city of Izmir, Turkey. He knew he had troubled his wife, Alice, during their last phone call. But how could he reveal what had happened to Allen without endangering her and his children? He also feared what would happen to Allen, himself.

      The thugs, who had threatened Harold, told him to not return to the States for at least a month.

      This infuriated him. But, realistically, what could he do? He felt helpless.

      Orhan sat silent with him in the hotel room. Both wrestled with their thoughts over what had happened.

      Finally, Orhan broke their silence, asking, “What can we do?”

      “We can pray,” Harold responded, “and keep working on this clay pot.”

      With a scalpel-like blade they had bought recently, Orhan scratched around the seam between the pot and its lid.

      Harold ordered dinner with his phone. As he hung up, he heard a “sssssshhhh” sound.

      Orhan had broken the seal, allowing atmospheric pressure to enter the clay jar.

      With a big grin on his face, Orhan handed Harold the blade. “You can take over. I’ll wait downstairs in the lobby to pick up our dinner.”

      A few minutes later, Orhan returned upstairs with the Turkish food. He plopped it onto the hotel room’s desk and then sat across from Harold. Pulling out his pocket knife, he said, “I can scratch on this side.”

      After another hour—with the Turkish food remaining untouched—the clay lid of the pot began to wobble.

      Orhan inserted his pocket knife’s blade into the seam and pried open the lid, careful not to crack any clay. The lid popped off intact.

      Both gazed inside. At the bottom lay a brownish object. With white-gloved hands, Orhan reached down and lifted it out. He placed it onto a white towel spread on the table.

      “A codex!” Orhan exclaimed.

      Using tweezers and sharp metal probes, Orhan turned over what looked like a leather book cover. He had separated it from a lighter-colored surface beneath—a written page.

      “Koine Greek!” Harold exclaimed. “I can read this!”

      “You read Greek?”

      “I majored in New Testament Greek in seminary. I study the Bible all the time in Greek.”

      “How about this page?” Orhan asked. “Can you read this?”

      “Let’s use the LED magnifying lamp we bought,” Harold said.

      They set up a system in which Harold dictated his English translation to Orhan, who then typed it into his laptop.

      Harold also transcribed the Greek into his laptop.

      The ancient writer used uncials—capital letters. Harold found the translation difficult at first, but soon picked up his pace as they fell into a rhythm.

      By 2 a.m., they had translated and transcribed almost a quarter of the codex into their laptops.

      Exhausted, Orhan stayed the night, sleeping on an extra hotel bed.

      The next morning, they began working afresh—all day and into the night. By the third day, they had finished over half.

      “What this guy wrote blows my mind!” Harold exalted. “If only Allen could see this! It sounds so much like his blogs! The writer entitled it “The Source of All Wealth, An Enquiry into the Money-lending Class, the Ruling Class and the Plebeian Class.”

      “Quite long,” Orhan observed.

      “Writers in those days used long titles—more like summaries,” Harold explained. “This guy wrote about ancient bankers who lent out clay tablets representing more than the gold in the temples they controlled. He also explained how they used their financial power to foment war between rival kings—forcing them to borrow into infinity. When do you think he wrote this, Orhan?”

      “I don’t know. If the writer mentioned the name of a ruler during his time, we could extrapolate a time period.”

      “I’ll keep translating,” Harold said. “We’ve stumbled onto an important archeological find. Who knows! Maybe this’ll land you a paying job as an archeologist someday, Orhan,” he laughed.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 136

          

          
            A new SECDEF

          

          Just like grandma’s

        

      

    

    
      Coincident to Coz MacKenna’s assumption of presidential duties, the Secretary of Defense came down with a debilitating ailment. Within three days, he submitted his resignation.

      By the end of Coz’s first week as caretaker president, he nominated his new choice for SECDEF: retired General Benedict R. Lemnitzer—former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff under Burkham.

      In a press conference announcing his nomination, Lemnitzer stated. “I will do everything I can within my power to meet the needs of the brave men and women in our armed forces. Our sailors and airmen came out victorious in the Pacific theater against the Chinese—yet not without grave losses. We as a nation will forever express our gratitude.

      “Throughout our two and a half centuries as a nation, we have always looked upon the prospect of war with great reluctance. Yet whenever faced with no other choice, we stepped up with fortitude, accomplishing our mission.”

      He stated for emphasis, “Our nation never seeks war, but when necessary, we rise to the occasion.”

      After a few softball questions from select reporters, Lemnitzer stepped out, heading to the National Military Command Center (NMCC) inside the Pentagon. He found Coz MacKenna waiting for him in an electronically sealed conference room. Lemnitzer sat down next to him near the head of the table.

      “Benny,” Coz whispered in the new SECDEF’s ear, “let’s go to war.”

      Within days, four American carrier battlegroups along with PHIBRON 15 and two more PHIBRONs—a total of seven combat squadrons of U.S. Naval vessels—began steaming toward Taiwan.

      While Coz MacKenna gazed upon the glittering battle-status screen in the NMCC, a demon of immense proportions voiced a thought into his mind. “Finish this!”

      

      Three Network-trained Secret Service Agents worked through mountains of paperwork. Upon completion, they would gain access to President Burkham’s hospital room.

      The demons assigned to the three goaded them on, yearning to see a death blow dealt to Burkham.

      

      In his hospital room, President Burkham continued to recover from his small stroke. The doctors who monitored him saw nothing abnormal in his physiology. They thought perhaps he had experienced an anxiety attack.

      

      Secret Service agent Derek Cogent, in the days following his conversation on Air Force One with Vice President Murray and Senator Reasoner, averaged fewer than four hours of sleep a night.

      He worked the phones and arranged dozens of “off the record” face-to-face conversations with fellow agents.

      Within a few days, he had assembled a six-man cohort—each agent over fifty years old and with decades of service.

      Two of them had daily access to Burkham’s hospital room.

      Cogent instructed the two to maintain vigilance, watching for any suspicious activity.

      The other four he assigned to keep a close watch on any agents who interacted with Edgar Bundy Russell.

      

      Stephen Hood awoke on a sofa in his Victorian rental home in West Virginia.

      The small demon who had followed him when he left the underground compound hovered near the ceiling. He sensed a glow emanating from Stephen. Floating down and lifting his scimitar, the demon decided to engage in a first-class session of demonic torment.

      As the imp floated closer to Stephen, a flash of light and a slashing blade sent him careening into the netherworld. His cry of rage and agony faded as he departed.

      The Archangel who had traveled across the ocean from Asia entered the room. Other angels joined him, drawn there by the prayers of many believers.

      Stephen felt prompted to walk upstairs and explore the house’s five bedrooms. In one chamber, he found a large, worn Bible on a bed stand. Just like grandma’s, he thought as he smelled the leather binding. He carried it downstairs and sat down on the sofa. Opening it, he started to read.

      Decades of MK-Ultra indoctrination fell away like dead snakeskin—including his recent and torturous “re-indoctrination.” In its place came forth a desperation to make himself right with his Creator—to receive salvation from eternal damnation for his sin.

      Stephen would read for a while, pausing in recollection of his childhood, and then read on—continuing until past midnight without eating. As sleep approached, a thought entered his mind: “Save Allen.”

      Stephen knew what he must do. He had to rescue the man he had captured in Turkey. He guessed the operatives at the compound had already strapped Grady to a metal chair for “shock treatment.” Later, they would commence de-patterning—attempting to erase Allen’s brain.

      The next morning, Stephen hailed a taxi and rode to a rundown strip mall. Purchasing a go-phone, he took another taxi to the public library. There, he received a guest pass for an internet terminal. Surfing online, he found the phone number he sought.

      Walking outside to a grassy area behind the library, he sat down on a bench under an oak tree and dialed the number.

      A woman answered. “Hello, Carli Brodovitch speaking. May I help you?”

      “I’d like to speak to Wally O’Brian.”

      “Wally O’Brian? You might have to wait a while,” she chuckled.

      “I need to talk to him now,” Stephen insisted. “Tell him I know the location of ‘Allen Grady.’”

      “Allen? Allen Grady!” Carli exclaimed. “But how do you…? Okay, Mister. Wait just a second. I’ll get Mr. O’Brian right away!”

      In a few minutes, Wally came on the line. “You say you know where I can find ‘Allen Grady?’” O’Brian blurted out.

      “Yes.”

      “Could you tell me your name?” O’Brian queried.

      “Not at the moment, but I will tell you where to find him.” Stephen described in detail the location and layout of the Network’s underground compound. He hung up.

      Wally recorded the conversation and within an hour, he and his team began working the phones, calling key contacts across the country. Angels circulated among the people receiving the calls—encouraging, prodding, and pushing them to pass the message on to their friends and family members.

      The message eventually reached people like Nicole and Kyle Hathcock in Mena, Arkansas. It also trickled to Pastor Rick, Bruce Oubre, Lek, Caleb, and Jessica, in Petersburg, as well as Grace and Alice in Fairfax. It even reached the Grady family hidden in Colorado.

      Before long, thousands knew of Allen’s situation—and where to find him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 137

          

          
            “My fellow Americans”

          

          Posse comitatus

        

      

    

    
      As Navy Commander Lyle Collins lay on his hospital bed in Guam—its military base now undergoing massive repairs after the Chinese missile attack—he viewed Coz MacKenna on a television screen.

      “My fellow Americans,” MacKenna began, “with profound solemnity, I announce to you today that the Chinese dictator, Chou Zhu Ho, has committed treachery. Two hours ago, I received word from acting Secretary of Defense, Benedict Lemnitzer, that the United States Navy’s Littoral Combat Ship, the USS Carrollton, received a direct hit from a torpedo to its hull. It exploded and sank, killing all sixty-three crew members aboard. My predecessor’s attempt to secure peace through the talks in the Philippines has failed utterly. The Chinese exploited this pause in combat to strike our navy. Chairman Chou Zhu Ho hopes to reverse our victory in the Second Battle of the Philippine Sea. This brazen act of war demands a response. The Chinese have forced our hand. I have ordered four Aircraft Carrier battlegroups to steam to the Western Philippine Sea. I have also ordered two additional Amphibious Squadrons to join them. My fellow Americans, I ask you to prepare with me for the grave peril that lies ahead.”

      As Commander Collins turned off the TV, he prayed that acting president MacKenna would not force the United States into a nuclear exchange. Across America, Europe, Africa, and Asia, believers joined him in prayer—including tens of millions of house-church Christians in China.

      Chinese State Chairman Chou Zhu Ho mobilized his remaining forces to face the approaching American armada. He knew his battered conventional military stood no chance of repelling them. He announced to his countrymen, “America now plans to destroy our glorious Middle Kingdom. Therefore, I have instructed my generals to prepare the launching of missiles toward the mainland of the United States.”

      

      In his underground compound, Edgar Bundy Russell exulted over the news coming from Washington. He and Paul Hölzer of Luxembourg, along with several other bankers, celebrated with one another through their electronic monitors as they sat in their respective bunkers. The horde of demons crowding Edgar’s room reveled with wheezes, grunts, and cackles.

      

      Wally O’Brian called up a County Sheriff named Clem Halback. Halback’s jurisdiction included Edgar’s underground compound.

      “What do you need?” Clem groused on the phone.

      For the past three days, the sheriff’s jurisdiction had experienced a sharp uptick in local crime. The demons patrolling the Network compound—in their enthusiasm over impending war—had joy-ridden across the county, stirring up loads of spiritual trouble. In the resultant mayhem, Halback had no time for conversation with outsiders.

      Wally introduced himself to Clem over the phone. “I work for Alternative Tell-Tale Network—a news channel.  I’d like to meet with you tomorrow if possible.”

      “Why?”

      “I can’t explain over the phone.”

      “Listen, buddy! If you can’t explain over the phone, I don’t have time for you!” Click.

      Wally steamed with frustration. A thought came to him. He dialed another number.

      “Hello.” Sheriff Tinsley picked up Wally’s call in Petersburg, Virginia.

      “Wally O’Brian here, I need your help.”

      “Good to hear from you, Mr. O’Brian. What kind of help do you need?”

      “I need you to get through to a fellow sheriff—as soon as you can.”

      Wally related to Tinsley his unsuccessful exchange with Sheriff Halback. “I can fly up to Virginia. Could I meet you at your office tomorrow morning?”

      “By all means!” Tinsley exclaimed.

      

      The next morning, O’Brian met Tinsley in his office.

      Wally stated, “You’ve probably heard through our grapevine of Allen’s capture in West Virginia.”

      “I have,” Tinsley said. “But what can we do about it?”

      “I have an idea for how we might get inside the underground compound.”

      “I’d like to hear it.”

      “We could convince the Sheriff there—Sheriff Halback—to form a posse comitatus.”

      “A posse? Like in the old West? Haven’t heard of that in years,” Tinsley responded.

      “Could you phone him for me?” Wally requested. “I think he’d listen to a fellow sheriff.”

      “I’ll give it a try.”

      

      “Hello!” The gruff voice of Sheriff Halback answered.

      “Sheriff Tinsley here in Petersburg, Virginia.”

      “How can I help you, Sheriff?”

      “I’d like to meet with you this afternoon. Would that work for you?”

      “We can’t talk over the phone?”

      “For the sake of discretion, no. I need to meet with you face to face,” Tinsley insisted.

      “Can you make it around four?”

      “That I can,” Tinsley agreed. “I plan to bring someone with me.”

      “Fine. I’ll meet you then.”

      

      Wally and Sheriff Tinsley arrived in Clem Halback’s town around 3:30 p.m. After stopping for gas and a cup of coffee, they headed to the sheriff’s office.

      

      “How may I help you?” Sheriff Halback said warily as O’Brian and Tinsley entered his office.

      “Sheriff Halback,” Tinsley began. “Mr. O’Brian and I have come here to ask for your help.”

      “O’Brian… Hey, you called me yesterday.”

      “That I did, Sheriff,” O’Brian acknowledged.

      “Look, I apologize for hanging up on you, but we have a lot going on here.”

      “I understand, Sheriff.”

      “What kind of help do you need?” Halback asked.

      Wally shared what he had heard from the mysterious caller about the underground compound. He also told Halback of Allen Grady’s imprisonment there.

      “I’ve always suspected something strange going on there,” Halback murmured. “Never felt right about it. I’ve seen a lot of trucks passing into Mr. Russell’s land for years. He owns thousands of acres in this county. But he pays his taxes and stays out of trouble, so I’ve left him alone.”

      “Sheriff,” Tinsley interjected. ”Have you ever heard of a posse comitatus?”

      “I have. Raising a posse, like in the old West.”

      “Wally and I would like you to consider raising one today—to locate and rescue Mr. Grady.”

      “I could do that… and I’d finally have an excuse to look that place over. But I’ll have to get a warrant from the judge. He trusts me, so I don’t think he’ll give me any problems.”

      

      Tinsley and O’Brian found a hotel in town.

      The next morning Sheriff Halback called them back into his office where he showed them the new warrant.

      Wally called Carli Brodovitch in Oklahoma. “I’ll need you to get the word out to as many people as possible to travel here and join Sheriff Halback’s posse. But do it discreetly. I don’t want the whole world knowing. We’ll need hundreds of people in the next few days to back up Sheriff Halback’s warrant.”
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            A paradise

          

          “Your words sound like mutiny!”

        

      

    

    
      Edgar convened a virtual meeting in the West Virginia underground compound’s “Military Command Center.” Communicating via video screen, he interacted with caretaker President MacKenna and Defense Secretary Lemnitzer, who sat in the much larger NMCC at the Pentagon. They knew that missiles would soon fly between the two nations. Cities would fall to smoking ruin, but bunkers scattered throughout the world would enable the Network elites to survive. Afterwards, they would emerge to reshape the ruined world into their own design—a One World Government ruled by the Chosen One. Scientists under the Network’s patronage had developed a bacteria unknown to the public that could soak up nuclear fallout. Within a few years, the radioactive world would transform into a paradise—inhabited by a much-reduced population.

      Edgar asked Coz, “How much longer before our people deal with POTUS?”

      “Only a few more procedural hoops to jump through,” Coz responded. “Then they’ll have access to the hospital room.”

      “We can’t get this done soon enough.”

      “Nothing to worry about,” Coz assured. “By the way, what do you plan to do with the blogger?”

      We’ll get rid of him after Burkham goes down and the missiles start flying. Before that, I want him to enjoy seeing how little effect his blog had on our dream.”

      That gave them a good laugh.

      “Where did you find him?” Coz asked.

      “In Izmir, Turkey, of all places, working on an archeological dig.”

      “Really? Did he dig up anything interesting?”

      “From their cell phone conversations, we learned they found some sort of ancient clay pot.”

      “No kidding! I’d sure like to take a look at that.”

      “We can send some people back there to pick it up,” Edgar offered.

      “Not now. But after the dust settles, I’d like to have it.”

      

      The USS Inchon (LHD-12) steamed westward across the Philippine Sea. In the dining suite of the Commodore’s cabin, Marine Colonel Lance Halbright could not contain his fury. “Our government has gone mad!” he exclaimed.

      “I know our sailors and marines don’t like this.” Commodore Curler responded to the irate Colonel. “But we must follow orders. We’ve taken an oath.”

      “Those people in Washington want this war!” the Colonel continued full force. “I can smell it! I can tell it! They want to provoke the Chinese into launching missiles. What else could explain this supposed ‘unprovoked attack and sinking’ of the USS Carrollton? It has all the markings of a false flag operation.”

      “How dare you make such a claim!” The Commodore snapped back. He struggled to control his own emotions now.

      “Look me in the eye, Commodore,” the Colonel demanded. “Tell me straight to my face that you believe our own government did not do this.”

      The Commodore looked down.

      “You know from historical documentation,” the Colonel continued, “our government has set up false flag incidents before. You know how Lyndon Johnson used the supposed ‘Gulf of Tonkin incident’ to drive the U.S. into war in Vietnam. You know about Operation Northwoods. These clowns in D.C. want to provoke the same kind of incident—but on a massively larger scale—by playing footsie with intercontinental ballistic missiles!”

      “Your words sound like mutiny!” Curler responded darkly.

      Colonel Halbright stared back at him, red in the face. “Commodore, I want your radiomen to send my formal protest against this order to CINPACFLT.”

      “I’ll do that,” Curler agreed. “But only with your name on it.”

      “Agreed.”

      Within an hour, CINCPACFLT passed Colonel Halbright’s protest up the chain of command to the Commandant of the Marine Corps in Washington, D.C.

      Infuriated, the Marine Commandant contacted the Colonel by secure lines. “I hereby relieve you of all duties, Colonel Halbright, and order you to fly back to Washington, D.C.—to face Court Martial for mutiny.”

      Via helicopter, the U.S. Navy removed the decorated war hero, Colonel Lance Halbright, from the Inchon. As the aircraft rotored toward Guam, Halbright re-read General Smedley D. Butler’s War Is a Racket for the fifth time. He didn’t care who saw him read it.
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            Sixteen-hour days

          

          Broken pieces

        

      

    

    
      Night and day Harold Jeong and Orhan beavered away, finishing their translation of the ancient codex.

      Orhan researched the internet for clues on how to date it. He looked for factors like the style of writing, the type of paper, and the location of their find. From these clues, he dated the book in a window of time between 200 B.C. and 200 A.D.

      Orhan also spent hours each day at the dig site, searching for other objects. He uncovered bits of broken pottery which he documented and tabulated, but nothing more of significance.

      After four sixteen-hour days, on the fifth day, they finished their translation and transcription of the codex.

      The text seemed to end abruptly. The writer stated, “During my next voyage, I intend to find more information pertinent to my quest.” Nothing had come up yet about the date or the author.

      Harold thought, I might as well join Orhan at the dig site.

      Before leaving his hotel room, he clicked on an English news channel. “The standoff on the Philippine Sea between the United States and China continues to escalate,” the news anchor rattled. “Neither side seems willing to give an inch.” Harold clicked off the TV.

      “Those maniacs will destroy us all before we know it!” he exclaimed as he strode out of his hotel room. He worried for his wife and for his church—which his fellow elders led during his time in Turkey. What if the bombs start falling? They’d likely hit Washington D.C. first, vaporizing everything in the entire area. The thought made him shudder.

      

      As he rode the taxi up to the dig site, Orhan rang him. “Harold! You won’t believe it!” he exclaimed breathlessly.

      “What?”

      “I’ve found another clay jar—I think the same size and shape as the first one! But I’ll have to dig more to get it out of the ground.”

      Harold could not contain his excitement. As soon as he arrived and paid the taxi driver, he ran through the gothic-arched gateway to the dig site. Orhan showed him the rim of a jar sticking out of the earth. By that evening, as the sun set, they managed to uncover almost half of it.

      Harold, having spent hours crouched over the spot, attempted to stand up. As he rose, a muscle spasm shot through his leg and he stumbled forward. Attempting to halt his fall, he reached forward to slow his impact. The trowel in his hand slammed full-on into the side of the clay jar, smashing its side. Pieces of it fell inside.

      “Oh no!” The two of them cried in anguish, viewing the destruction.

      “How foolish of me as a fifty-eight-year-old man to stand up so quickly!” Harold castigated himself.

      “You couldn’t help it,” Orhan responded. “I could have done the same thing.”

      “Let’s take a look at the damage,” Harold lamented.

      They knelt in the dimness of the fast-setting sun and turned on their flashlights.

      Dust wafted from the impacted side of the jar.

      Picking away broken pieces and reaching inside the void, Orhan asserted, “I feel something.”

      Grabbing his supply kit for a pair of soft gloves, he put one on and felt inside the jar again

      He pulled out an object through the jagged hole in its side.

      “A second codex!” they both exclaimed.

      Quickly reburying the broken pot with loose dirt, they wrapped the new volume in a white cloth and carried it to Harold’s hotel room. Late into the night, they sifted through its Koine Greek.

      Because of his experience with the previous codex, Harold worked efficiently. He managed to translate through half of it that night before exhaustion overtook him at 3 a.m.
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            His stone-faced demeanor

          

          Great drops of blood
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      Stephen Hood decided to finish his vacation early. He had just gotten off the phone with Wally O’Brian—his third conversation with the alternative media figure in the past few days.

      Wally updated him on his conversation with Sheriff Tinsley. He told Hood about their request of Sheriff Clem Halback to form a posse in his West Virginia county. The law did not require posse members to come from the local area, so Wally had sent out the call to hundreds of potential participants all across America.

      The two sheriffs made plans to brief and train the posse members as they trickled into town. Over fifty men had arrived already. They expected hundreds more to follow.

      

      That afternoon, Stephen re-entered the underground compound. A few people gave him curious looks regarding his early return, but his stone-faced demeanor discouraged comment.

      As far as he could tell, no one underground had any clue about the gathering above. The operatives now spent every ounce of their energy focused on the impending nuclear conflagration—either staring at computer screens or sealing off the compound from nuclear fallout.

      

      Edgar called a meeting in the compound’s main auditorium. He required all to attend, except those standing guard at the facility’s entrances. By two o’clock that afternoon, over two hundred and fifty personnel sat mumbling in their seats awaiting Edgar’s entrance.

      Before Edgar came on stage, a hush fell over them. Few could have explained the reason. The thousands of demons who saturated the chamber had “settled down” the human attendees in anticipation of Edgar’s arrival.

      And arrive he did. As soon as Edgar stepped past the left curtain, the crowd jumped to their feet in thunderous applause—clapping, whooping, and whistling.

      Edgar held up his hand to quiet them. “My friends and fellow members of the world-elite!”

      The attendees whooped and cheered again.

      “We have waited more than a century for what will soon come to pass. Over one hundred and thirty years ago, our Network’s founder, Cecil Rhodes, with his protégé, Alfred Lord Milner, set forth our vision: ‘To bring all habitable portions of the earth under one rule.’”

      More cheers and fist-pumps from the crowd.

      “Soon missiles will fly across the skies between the United States and China. And when they hit, they will snuff out billions of lives. Mother Earth will thank us as we cull the population of these useless eaters! Only we, the Chosen Few, and the five hundred million we allow to live—to serve us—will remain to inherit this planet!”

      The audience raised clenched fists and roared with approval.

      “Our scientists have perfected the biotechnology necessary to consume the nuclear fallout. When the bacteria have done their work, each of us can then lay claim to vast stretches of depopulated terrain. We will have freed Earth from the ravaging effects of overpopulation, creating a ‘paradise on Earth!’ And in this ‘new world,’ we will soon discover the pathway to eternal life—a mere ‘technical problem’ that we will overcome!”

      More whoops and hollers.

      Edgar went on to recount how Network members had founded the Federal Reserve in 1913. He explained how this had provided the financing necessary to fund the First World War in 1914.

      “By war’s end, half the world’s wealth had transferred into our hands.

      In 1917, we sent our people under the auspices of the Red Cross to St. Petersburg, Russia. These facilitated the financing of the Bolshevik Revolution—Lenin’s and Trotsky’s communist dream.

      “Throughout the 1920s and 30s, we invested in the German conglomerate of I.G. Farben—a ‘state within a state’—as well as other German companies. These corporations bankrolled the Nazi regime.

      “Adolf Hitler’s rise to power instigated World War Two. The war caused the people of the earth to cry out for the establishment of the United Nations. Afterwards, we used the threat of nuclear annihilation to keep the people in a continuous state of fear. This in turn enabled our expansion of America’s national security state.

      “With the fall of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s, we ‘went public’ with our intention to establish our ‘New World Order.’ We put the people on notice that soon all nations would come under one rule. Throughout the nineteen-nineties and early two thousands, we transferred much of American industrial power into Chinese hands. Thus we created our perfect ‘enemy.’

      “Now, very soon, China and the United States will carry out our plan. The old order of independent nation-states will perish in flame and ruin!”

      The auditorium thundered—resonating as one—subsumed into a single being.

      But one cell in that body—Stephen Hood—did not resonate in frequency with the whole.

      Demons floating overhead took notice. “Why doesn’t he clap while Edgar speaks?”an imp cursed. Several fluttered over to Hood. Surrounding him, one rasped, “I sense him slipping from our grasp.” Like hungry wolves, they closed around him, glaring with menace and suspicion.

      Edgar rattled on, “Millions of deluded fools—bitter clingers to their guns, their Bibles, and their God—have resisted us, clasping onto the dying remnants of ‘national identity.’ Their recalcitrance has delayed our dream’s fulfillment. But their defiance will come to an end!”

      The crowd rumbled in agreement.

      Stephen Hood felt a crushing sensation in his chest as the leering demons pressed in.

      “One man of late,” Edgar shouted, “thought he could unify the people against us.”

      The maddened crowd jeered with indignation and disgust, startling Stephen. The “booing” shook the walls. Even the demons pressing in on Stephen released their attention on him to behold this frenzy of vitriol.

      On perfect cue, Edgar announced, “I present to you the final pocket of resistance to our plans—Allen Grady!”

      From the right curtain, two operatives escorted a man shackled in chains and stocks around his ankles, wrists, and neck. His face appeared pale and yellowed. Dried blood seeped through the back of his shirt from many whippings. His eyes appeared sunken and ashen.

      The cacophony before had shaken the walls. The din now threatened to collapse them. Hoots, hollers, and damnations fell upon the frail man like a thundering avalanche.

      Allen looked up and gazed around the room. The lighting allowed him to see every jeering face. He felt pity for them. In the back row—contrasted from all others—sat a sad-looking face: Stephen Hood, the man who had found him in Turkey! Allen fired off a quick prayer.

      The demons crowding Stephen sprang back, as from an electrical shock.

      Into Stephen’s troubled mind wafted words he had recently read in the Bible: “No weapon that is formed against thee shall prosper…” Peace flooded him.

      Edgar quieted down the frenzied crowd with a wave of his hand. He turned to Allen with a smile of mockery. “Grady, you gave us quite a run for our money. It took us forever to find you!” Edgar turned toward the crowd with a flurry of hand motions as they roared with laughter.

      A man on the stage handed Edgar a bullwhip.

      He unraveled it, stepped back from Allen, and gave it a few snaps into the air.

      The crowd howled in bloodlust.

      SLAP! Edgar lashed Allen’s back and turned toward the crowd with a flourishing bow.

      SLAP! SLAP! SLAP! Again and again, Edgar bloodied Allen while the crowd roared with bloodshot eyes and clenched fists.

      Great drops of blood flowed from Allen’s back and splattered onto the stage floor. With the next blow, he stumbled, slipping on his own blood, and fell with a thud onto his back.

      The crowd couldn’t get enough of the comedy.

      Stephen winced and gritted his teeth, tormented by the spectacle he had done so much to bring about.

      As if the drama in the auditorium could not increase another notch, an operative from above ground rushed onto the stage. “Mr. Russell!” he gasped. “Hundreds of armed men led by the local sheriff have entered the property and reached your house. The sheriff said something about a “posse comitatus,” and he has a warrant. He says he deputized them to investigate the kidnapping of Allen Grady!”

      The crowd went silent.

      Edgar, the picture of calm and control, turned toward the guard and stated, “They know nothing of our below-ground facilities. Let them in the house. Let’s see what they find.”

      He laughed, and the crowd echoed on cue.

      Another in the crowd laughed as well… but for another reason. Stephen Hood knew Sheriff Halback could find his way underground.
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            A jolt of energy

          

          In dumbstruck awe

        

      

    

    
      “Too many more of these late nights and early mornings will drive me to an early grave,” Harold Jeong grumbled as he hoisted himself out of his hotel bed.

      He recalled his work through the second codex the night before. The recollection sent a jolt of energy into his exhausted body. He supplemented that energy with a shower and shave along with two cups of coffee downstairs in the hotel’s dining area.

      After breakfast and Bible reading, he went back up to his room.

      For the rest of the morning and the afternoon, he slogged away at translating and transcribing the second codex.

      Orhan remained at the dig site to carve his way around the damaged clay pot, hoping to extract it from the reddish dusty ground without more damage. Late in the afternoon, he spoke with the local guard at the Kadifekale Castle, asking him to keep an eye on the dig site. He didn’t want anyone snooping around.

      As dinner approached, Harold phoned Orhan, asking him to meet back at the hotel.

      Orhan, famished now, agreed, saying he would pick up food along the way. He stopped at a local eatery and ordered rotisserie lamb on pita bread topped with spicy hot sauce before flagging a taxi to the hotel.

      “I’ve almost completely extracted the clay pot,” Orhan related as he entered the hotel room.

      “Great to hear! I just wish I hadn’t acted like a klutz yesterday!” Harold still smarted over the damage he had done to the second pot.

      “On the bright side,” Orhan sympathized, “we did get a big head start on translating the second codex.”

      “Yeah, and if the world descends into a nuclear holocaust tomorrow, we’ll have all of it translated,” Harold observed grimly as the TV news droned in the background.

      “Do you think they will start firing missiles?”

      “I don’t know. But for now, I plan to bury myself in translating. From what I’ve deciphered so far, it looks like we indeed have a ‘part two’ from the first codex—more observations about wealth and money. For example, the author mentions something about the old Roman Republic using cheap copper and bronze coins. He said the people prospered under that system because the average person could access plenty of money. But when Julius Caesar turned the Republic into an Empire, Rome switched to expensive gold coins. That meant only the rich could access money. Huge numbers of common people went into poverty while the rich hoarded the gold—and all it could buy—for themselves.

      “Did you just say, ‘Julius Caesar?’”

      “I did,” Harold grinned, “and I wanted to surprise you with the news! The writer must have written it after 44 B.C., the year of Caesar’s death.

      “Wonderful!” Orhan exclaimed. “What can I do to help you finish translating faster? I can’t wait to know what else he wrote!”

      “You could type in the English translation for me,” Harold said.

      “I’ll do it.”

      All evening they chipped away together at the translation until Orhan dropped off to sleep.

      Harold continued to work alone, using tweezers to painstakingly turn over each leaf. He appreciated how the high-quality vellum remained intact after two millennia.

      As midnight approached, only four pages remained.

      Orhan lay slumped on a sofa with his computer still on his lap.

      Despite his exhaustion, Harold could not stop. His hands shook with excitement as his index finger moved from left to right, top to bottom, line after uncial Greek line. At last, he arrived at the final leaf.

      He read both sides as follows…

      

      “I have finished my study of all that I sought regarding wealth’s wondrous sources and money’s ignoble origins. And as I complete my writing, I tell you dear reader, that I have given away all my riches to the work of the Lord and to the poor. Yet you might ask why I have done this?

      “Seven and thirty years ago, a man told me to give all I possess to the poor and to follow him. Then I would have treasure in Heaven. But I refused him. The man looked upon me with eyes of love. Yet in sadness, I turned away. Afterwards, in anger, I sailed away from my homeland to escape all thoughts of him.

      “Through long years of trading, I increased my riches manyfold.

      “But of late, I, Asher of Smyrna… Asher of my father’s new faith, have sold my merchant holdings to the laborers who served me for many years. And I have given away all my gold and silver coins to spread the Gospel of Jesus Christ far and wide—employing scribes for sending His Holy Word across the world.

      “I, Asher, the once Rich Young Ruler who rejected the call of Jesus of Nazareth, now follow Him. As a poor old man now long in years, I have run back to Him. I have answered His call. I have forfeited my life, knowing that the rulers of this wicked city, Smyrna, hate my Lord and His people, and will soon take my life. I approach the martyr’s death, knowing I will soon gaze into the loving eyes of Jesus Christ my Savior.

      “Thus I end my writing, sealing it in two jars, hoping one day another will find this and share my message with all peoples.”

      

      In dumbstruck awe, Harold read through the final leaf of vellum a second time and then a third time. Like a tidal wave breaking upon the shores of Izmir, Harold shouted, “Orhan! We’ve just dug up the archeological find of the century!!”

      Orhan sprang up from his slumber, almost knocking over his laptop. “What did you say!” he gasped.

      Harold explained breathlessly to Orhan the biblical account of the Rich Young Ruler who had refused to follow Jesus out of unwillingness to give up his wealth. Then, he walked through the vast implications of what this archeological find could mean.

      “Orhan,” Harold said, “tomorrow I want you to research the authenticity of these two codices.”

      Another thought struck him. “Could it mean this, too?!” he exclaimed aloud.

      “Mean what?” Orhan asked.

      “Could I use this to…?”

      “Use this to what? What do you mean?” Orhan implored.

      “I mean… a find of this magnitude could go viral across the planet in no time at all.”

      “I still don’t follow you.”

      “Don’t you understand? If we could publicize this archeological find… this codex… and somehow tie it to Allen’s blog…”

      He pulled the rumpled yellow sheets of paper that Allen had left at the hospital out of his desk drawer. “If we could send this back to Virginia and add our discovery of the Rich Young Ruler’s writings as… as some kind of addendum to it, his blog’s popularity would rocket through the stratosphere.”

      “I still don’t follow you,” Orhan said.

      “If we could make this last blog of Allen’s so popular, we could frighten these ‘all-powerful conspirators’ into letting him go—if they haven’t killed him already. So many people would know about Allen that it would force his captors to stand down from their threat against Allen’s family… against my family… and your family, Orhan. In other words, with this ‘addendum’ attached to Allen’s blog, we could punch back hard at these villains! We could expose their evil like never before!”

      “That kind of makes sense,” Orhan nodded.

      “I know we’d face a lot of risk, but at this point, I don’t care anymore.”

      “I’ll start my research on the codices’ authenticity right now!” Orhan exclaimed.
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          “Allen made a difference!”

        

      

    

    
      Sheriff Halback and Sheriff Tinsley approached Edgar’s redwood mansion in West Virginia. The one hundred plus members of the posse followed behind. Some hailed from as far away as Alaska, others from as close as the sheriff’s office. The majority had served in the military and each of them to a man loved the good ‘ole USA—patriots all. Most had blue-collar jobs and knew the struggle of watching the value of their dollars disappear through taxes and inflation. Very few could claim financial independence.

      And every one of them read Jackson Lincoln. The blog had struck a cord—opening their eyes to the “mysteries of money.” The new insights they gained made them angry—very angry.

      As red-blooded Americans, the posse members wanted no part in violence. They far more preferred slow legislation over violent rebellion. But they did want the blogger back. And this “Edgar Bundy Russell” had violated the law by kidnapping him. Thus they arrived, determined to rectify this injustice.

      

      Three Network operatives guarding Edgar’s house beheld hundreds of men approaching, carrying AR-15 semiautomatics, 12 gauge shotguns, .30-06 hunting rifles, and innumerable other forms of hand weaponry.

      “What can we do for you?” One of the plainclothes operatives called out from the wooden deck of the manse. His eyes darted left and right. He kept his weapon concealed.

      Sheriff Halback stepped forward. “We want the blogger and we want Edgar Bundy Russell.” Holding up a document, he added, “I’ve brought a warrant for Mr. Russell’s arrest.”

      The operative snickered. “Lemme get this straight. You want to ‘arrest’ Mr. Russell! You’d better understand something, Sheriff. Nobody arrests Edgar Bundy Russell. Get that through your head. Plus, you won’t find him here, anyway. You can look all around this place if you want.”

      “You’ve got quite the mouth on you,” Halback lashed back. His eyes bore into the man like two drill bits.

      “Listen!” The operative snarled. He turned toward the posse, ignoring the sheriff. “I want all of you off Mr. Russell’s property before I call the West Virginia National Guard. I can do that at the drop of a hat. And you’d better not test me. Whatever ‘warrant’ you have means nothing. Get off this property or I’ll write you up for armed insurrection!”

      This man understood power and knew how to wield it. Mindful of the Network’s authority, he knew how to steamroll anyone foolish enough to challenge its supremacy. He would teach this rabble of conspiracy-theorist losers to respect their betters. Hidden cameras on the property had already photographed their faces. The Network could hunt down every last one of these miscreants and “Arkan-cide” them—if they managed to survive the holocaust.

      The sheriff shook his fist back. “How can you write us up for armed insurrection? Do you call this place government property?”

      “Mr. Russell owns the government. Now get outta here!”

      With these words, hundreds of demons hurled themselves into the posse, sowing doubt, fear, and confusion among the men.

      “Maybe we should leave,” a former U.S. Air Force corporal spoke to Sheriff Halback. Others soon joined in with similar thoughts. The sheriff felt his heart falter.

      Behind the posse, a pickup truck pulled up. Out stepped Wally O’Brian. “Hey, Sheriff,” he boomed, “I’ve got three hundred more men comin’ to back you up.”

      As he spoke, a cohort of over one thousand angels rocketed out from the woods, fields, hills, and dirt pathways. They struck at the demons intermingled among the posse members.

      “Men!” Sheriff Halback yelled. “Let’s move in!”

      They trudged as a unit toward a four-car garage adjacent to the mansion. There, Halback found an electronic lock with a numbered punch-pad. He tapped in a code that Stephen Hood had given him. The door slid upward. The three operatives above on the wraparound deck watched in shock. Dozens of posse members entered before the operatives could think of any words to splutter. What they did manage to spit out made no sense at all. The angels swirling around them whispered thoughts of confusion as they retreated inside the mansion. One of them tried to send word down below using his cell phone, but an angel batted it out of his hand.

      “Aaaaarrr!” the operative cried out to his colleagues. “I dropped my phone and cracked it on the tile floor.”

      As he reached to pick it up, he heard the words, “Freeze! Don’t touch that phone!” Beside him he noted twenty members of O’Brian’s “second posse” pointing AR-15s at him and his two comrades.

      The hundred-plus members of the sheriff’s posse and the hundreds of armed men who had come with Wally streamed down the underground passageway. Following Hood’s instructions, they headed toward the auditorium. From there, they hoped to fan out and find Allen Grady. The size of the underground interior staggered the men as they made their way toward the great chamber.

      

      By now, Edgar had received word of the posse’s entry into the underground area from guards inside. He shouted out orders, commanding his men to stand their ground against the incoming posse members. “Get your weapons out!” he bellowed. The operatives grabbed high-tech rifles from the racks embedded in the walls and assembled themselves in precise rows. Some stood and others crouched in a prone position to face the motley battalion.

      As the posse inched closer, Edgar thundered out to the encroachers via intercom. “You can leave now with your lives, or you can remain here and lose them. Up to you.”

      Sheriff Halback, with Sheriff Tinsley by his side and Wally not far behind, stood and stared at Edgar. He eyed the operatives’ high-powered rifles directing their red laser sites on him and his men.

      “Many men will die, and to no avail, if you remain stubborn,” Edgar continued. “I advise you to turn around and walk away.”

      “Not until you hand over Allen Grady—and yourself,” the sheriff responded. “And don’t tell me you don’t have him!”

      “Oh, we have him alright. Let’s say we did hand him over to you and he started blogging again. What would that mean? We own the media. We own the economy. We own the government. And as you’ll soon see, we own the military. If you think this pathetic ‘blogger’ can effect any change, you delude yourself. Save your skin and leave this place. We’ll take care of Mr. Grady.”

      “Allen’s blog convinced Vice President Lyman Murray to bring our monetary system and our tax system back to what the Founding Fathers first established,” Wally O’Brian shouted back. He had managed to shove his way into the front of the posse. “Allen made a difference! He showed what one man can do to take down tyrants like you!”

      “Wally O’Brian.” Edgar laughed, shaking his head. “Will you never cease to pester me?”

      “I’ll keep turning up like a bad penny as long as you keep spitting out fake money,” O’Brian bellowed back.

      Edgar guffawed, “Well spoken! But when I get my media people on this, the whole lot of you will look like nothing more than a motley rabble of conspiracy theorists invading my property. You people do respect private property, don't you?” Edgar mocked.

      “We don't respect private bankers who take over our money!” O’Brian countered.

      “My oh my, Mr. O’Brian,” Edgar heckled back. “You do win the prize for ‘wordsmith of the day.’”

      He turned toward the posse. “You will accomplish nothing here. Can you get that through your thick skulls? We control the minds of the American people. If the media favors me over you—which it does, always—you lose every time. You will end up in the dustbin of history. The whole lot of you.”

      Edgar’s words met with a standoff. The two companies of armed men faced one another all afternoon and into the night. Along the corridors leading back up above the ground, family members of the posse sent packets of food and bedding material.

      Edgar prevented his operatives from firing on the posse. “Too much of a mess to clean up,” he smirked.

      Back in his office, he made phone calls to a couple of media titans. For now, rather than shame the posse, he directed the moguls to report nothing of the standoff—a total news blackout.

      As the two battalions faced off below, more and more angels and demons gathered behind their respective parties. All had unsheathed their blades—ready for more battle.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 143

          

          
            A manila file folder

          

          “Go back. Quit.”

        

      

    

    
      Harold Jeong spent hours photographing each page of the two codices with his smartphone, as well as tabulating the translations. He bought a printer with which he printed out almost a hundred pages.

      Phoning Caleb in Virginia, he said, “Caleb, I have something to express-mail your way.”

      “Harold, so glad to hear from you!” Caleb exclaimed. “I’ll take a look at it when it arrives.” He knew out of habit not to ask detailed questions on the unsecured phone line. But now, with Allen captured, he thought it might not matter anyway.

      “By the way,” Caleb continued. “I’ve got news for you about Allen.”

      “Please, tell me!” Harold exclaimed.

      “They’ve got him imprisoned in some kind of underground compound in West Virginia. And get this. The local sheriff, along with Wally O’Brian, drummed up a large posse of armed blog readers to demand Allen’s release.”

      “That sounds like a major news event. Why haven’t I heard anything about it in Turkey?” Harold asked. “Have they talked about it in the States?”

      “Not a peep. I don’t even see anything about it on the local news websites covering that part of West Virginia. Nothing. But I have heard about it on O’Brian’s show, as well as through the grapevine.”

      After they got off the line, Harold shoved the almost one hundred sheets of paper into a manila file folder. He put it in his backpack and headed to the nearest post office.

      There, he took out the folder from his backpack, went to a kiosk selling shipping boxes, and found the right size. Enclosing the folder in the box, he got a ticket to wait in line. Sitting in a crowded row of chairs, he waited for a postal clerk at the counter to call his number.

      As he sat, he reflected on his time in Turkey. The people he had met here all seemed so nice to him. The American media’s portrayal of Muslims as “a terrorist around every corner” made no sense here at all. These people, he thought, had the same dreams as everyone else, struggling to find their way through life. He prayed for them, asking God to point them to Jesus Christ.

      After a ten-minute wait, a postal worker called his number in the queue. Harold asked the clerk to send the box to Caleb’s home address via the fastest express service available. It cost him over two hundred dollars, but he didn’t care. The clerk promised it would arrive in Virginia in two days.

      Now, he could only hope and pray.

      

      The Secret Service detail assigned to President Burkham’s hospital room completed the paperwork. They would add three more agents into the rotation. Word of this reached caretaker president MacKenna.

      Two days later the new agents strolled toward the hospital room as a horde of demons floated, flew, and fluttered beside them through the hospital hallway. As they rounded a corner, a demon with a voice like steel wool scraping over metal crackled, “Look! The enemy approaches in force!”

      A team of agents led by Derek Cogent walked toward them, enveloped by a cluster of angels.

      The demons unsheathed their fiery scimitars as they beheld the angels now rushing forward. “Do you think you can stop us, fools?” A demon roared in challenge. “He will DIE this day!”

      “Not if we stop you!” A golden voice spoke back.

      The two battalions met in a maelstrom of straight-blades and curved scimitars. Innumerable shouts, growls, groans, and curses arose from among the fray.

      “We have reason to believe,” Agent Derek Cogent stated to the three agents, “that you intend to assassinate the president.”

      The three agents halted in silence—taken aback by Cogent’s challenge.

      “We know all about the heart-attack dart and we can prove it in a court of law,” Cogent continued, knowing full well he could prove no such accusation.

      “Agent Cogent,” one of the three agents stammered, “you’ve made a grave accusation against us. Which one of us do you accuse?”

      Derek thought he might as well go all-in with his impossible-to-substantiate accusations. “I accuse all three of you. I have learned from 'reliable sources’ that each of you have entered into a criminal conspiracy with Mr. Edgar Bundy Russell. Your attempted assassination in the Oval Office failed. But now Russell—and MacKenna—have assigned you to finish the job.

      Slash! Jab! Stab! Angel after angel pummeled the demons in the narrow hallway. Their adversaries slashed back, maneuvering in and out through walls, ceilings, and doors.

      The demons refused to concede an inch. They knew that a loss now—on the very cusp of bringing forth their New World Order—would infuriate their superiors. They fought with all their might.

      Little by little the tide began to turn against the angels. “Pray, dear saints!” cried out one hard-pressed warrior.

      “Agent Cogent, you got us.” One of the agents smiled. He winked toward the agents to his left and right. Each lifted a smartphone and fired darts into Cogent and his compadres.

      Dereck Cogent and his colleagues grabbed their chests. Their knees buckled and they dropped to the floor.

      The three agents/operatives had learned from the debacle with Burkham to increase the dosage in the darts. Perfunctorily, they walked past the agents now agonizing on the floor.

      Next stop: the presidential hospital suite.

      

      The posse spent a miserable night in the underground West Virginia compound under fluorescent lighting. They slept on whichever pillow, sleeping bag, or blanket each could gather from the “supply line” aboveground.

      Demons floated among them, sowing poison into the men’s minds. The evil creatures had succeeded in forcing most of the angels to retreat. The heavenly warriors had fought hard, but they could not hold back the legions of demons in the compound who had hammered them.

      Discouragement coursed through the men’s ranks like gangrene. Some lamented, “We can’t make any difference here anyway. We ought to pack up and go home.”

      The two sheriffs could think of nothing to boost the men’s morale.

      These members of the posse had known little but discouragement throughout their working lives. They had watched their jobs get shipped overseas by the corporate elite. They had watched prices go up while wages remained stagnant. Movies beat down their manhood by portraying males as bumbling, effeminate idiots—rescued by ‘action-hero’ females. Pharmaceutical companies weakened their immune systems with poisonous drugs. And giant food conglomerates flooded their systems with testosterone-destroying hormones.

      Allen’s blog posts had energized them and given them a ray of hope that “things might just change for the better.” But now in the dimly lit hallways of Edgar’s compound, the men felt their strength… and their hope… ebbing away.

      “Go back. Quit. You’ve never made any difference in your pitiful lives before. Why do you think you’ll make any difference now?” The voices of demons swirled around them like smog.

      

      Edgar came out again, refreshed from a night’s rest in his suite. “So how did my guests sleep? Did you come to your senses? Or do you want to spend another night here? We gave you a favor by leaving the lights on, but with electricity costing so much these days, we’ll have to switch them off soon.”

      The operatives facing down the posse joined him in the mockery.

      “And by the way,” Edgar added, “no one of any significance outside here knows about you. We’ve blacked out all mention of your shenanigans on the airwaves.” He neglected to mention O’Brian’s Alternative Tell-Tale Network (ATTN) and other channels still outside of Edgar’s control.

      “I’ll tell you what,” he continued. “I’ll consider releasing your precious ‘blogger’ to you.”

      Some in the posse perked up.

      “But on two conditions. One, you clear yourselves off my property. And two, you never make mention of this compound after you leave. I’ll release him in one week.”

      Posse members looked at each other. Many liked the idea.

      “No deal!” Sheriff Halback shot back like a sledgehammer, “We want Allen now! And we want you, too.”

      Some of the other posse members stared at the sheriff in disgust.

      Why should he speak for us? several thought.
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            The package arrives

          

          “Spread like wildfire”

        

      

    

    
      The standoff at Edgar’s underground compound dragged on for the next two days. Several posse members trickled away and went home.

      Edgar had ordered the lights switched off in the passageways where the protesters languished.

      Friends brought them hundreds of flashlights and camper lamps, as well as food. Nevertheless, the mood among this “band of brothers” sank ever lower.

      Edgar did not come out to taunt them anymore. He spent all his time in communication with Washington now.

      

      In Petersburg, Virginia, Caleb Daugherty arrived that morning at Sheriff Tinsley’s office. He wanted to use his little workspace at the police station that day.

      He had just received Harold’s express mail package. Phoning Jessica, he arranged to bring it to her house that afternoon—to open it there.

      Jessica called Grace and asked her to come down with Alice to join them.

      Grace agreed. She then called Alice, Harold’s wife, and invited her to come see what her husband had sent.

      As Caleb stared at his laptop, he heard someone say his name, “Caleb? Caleb Daugherty?”

      Looking up, who should he see approaching him, but Nicole and Kyle Hathcock!

      “Caleb Daugherty? What a coincidence to find you here!” Nicole exclaimed. Both she and Kyle smiled ear to ear.

      “You might call this my second home!” Caleb laughed. Then he wondered why they had compromised their security by returning to Petersburg from Arkansas.

      Reading Caleb’s perplexity, Kyle explained. “We heard ‘bout them catchin’ Allen, so I made plans to join the sheriff’s posse in West Virginia. But momma says to me, she says, ‘Let’s go see the folks in Petersburg b’fore we head over there. We never ‘spected to find you here! We came here lookin’ for Bruce Oubre’s phone number.”

      “Well, you found me, too!” Caleb chimed. “And… hey… I’ve got something interesting here you might want to see.” He pointed to Harold’s express mail package. “I plan to open it at Jessica’s house. Do you want to go with me there? I gotta do a few more things here this morning, but around lunchtime, I can bring you there with me.”

      They both nodded.

      Nicole added, “Like Kyle said, we wanna find Bruce Oubre. We thought someone here might help us track him down. Kyle made friends with Bruce when he stayed at his house, but he never got his number.”

      “Do you plan to visit him now?”

      “We hope so,” Nicole said.

      “I have Bruce’s number,” Caleb said. “Maybe you could have lunch with him first and then we’ll all go together afterwards—Bruce included, if he wants—to Jessica’s house. Let’s make a big reunion of it. Jessica would love to see you guys again!”

      Caleb called Bruce and told him of the Hathcock’s arrival in Petersburg. He also mentioned his plans to take them to Jessica’s house after lunch to open the package. Bruce agreed to join in.

      Bruce loved the idea of having lunch with the Hathcocks and invited them over as he chatted with them on Caleb’s phone.

      The Hathcocks left the police station and headed for Bruce’s house.

      As Bruce waited for the Hathcocks, he got the idea of calling Pastor Rick and his wife. I’ll bet they’ll want to see that package, too, he thought.

      

      That afternoon, Caleb, the Hathcocks, and Mr. Oubre arrived at Jessica’s house. They found Pastor Rick, his wife Anna, Grace Lee, Harold’s wife Alice, Jessica, and her parents waiting for them. The home smelled of cinnamon and hickory, warming everyone with the joy of reunion. Yet each also felt the gravity of Allen Grady’s dire circumstances.

      Alice Jeong, with tears in her eyes, shared, “I now understand why Harold spoke so cryptically to me over the phone. They had abducted Allen. They must have silenced Harold with their threats.”

      As the eleven of them sat around the Riley’s coffee table on a wraparound sofa and chairs, each brimmed with anticipation. What had Harold Jeong mailed?

      Jessica’s dad handed a silver letter opener to Caleb who proceeded to slice open the box. Inside, he found Harold’s thick file folder. He also saw Allen’s handwritten blog post, which he set aside for the moment. Inside the manila envelope, he found almost a hundred sheets of paper.

      On the upper half of each, Harold had printed a color copy of what looked like an ancient manuscript page. On the lower portion, Harold had printed the English translation of each page’s Koine Greek.

      The eleven friends passed around the sheets, making sure to keep them in order. Harold had numbered them.

      As they perused through all of Harold’s printouts, the awesome implication of what he had sent began to dawn on them. In Izmir, Harold and Orhan had discovered positive—and ancient—validation for Allen’s theories on international banking and the Source of All Wealth. This ancient writer, the biblical “Rich, Young Ruler,” had researched the same issue two millennia ago. Like a voice reaching from across time, this “Asher of Smyrna” had communicated—had confirmed—to the world that Allen Grady’s blog spoke the truth regarding the evil of international banking.

      At the bottom of the package, they found a letter from Harold stating the same conclusion.

      In one section of his letter, Harold wrote, “If vast numbers of Americans could have this truth implanted into their minds, the banking structure that enslaves America could come crashing down. Yes, the iron wall of the Network’s controlled media stands in our way, but this ancient book—written by the biblical ‘Rich Young Ruler,’ himself—might actually break through that wall and reach a critical mass of Americans—a large enough number to throw off the tyranny of the bankers!”

      After Caleb had read Harold’s note to everyone, Jessica exclaimed, “We could defeat the globalists with this!”

      “And win back our freedom!” Kyle thundered, eyes blazing.

      “…the freedom that our Founding Fathers—that God—gave to our nation!” Pastor Rick declared.

      “We could take back what the bankers have stripped from us this past century!” Caleb exclaimed.

      “I vote we pray right now,” Jessica’s father advised. “Let’s call upon the Lord to help us pierce through this impossible ‘wall’ and bring Asher’s—and Allen’s—message to the people!”

      Jessica felt a peace alight within her—so unlike the obligatory “annoyance” she normally felt whenever her parents brought up spiritual matters.

      Caleb felt the same.

      The group bowed their heads. Several of them prayed aloud to God for help while others interceded silently.

      

      As soon as the meeting ended, Jessica published the Jackson Lincoln blog. She attached an electronic version of Harold’s “addendum”—pictures displaying every page of the Rich Young Ruler’s book, along with Harold’s translations.

      In the package, Harold had sent a “thumb-drive” with all the content in electronic form.

      Jessica added a second addendum describing—in vivid detail—Allen’s underground imprisonment in West Virginia.

      Within fifteen minutes of Jessica’s posting, the data analytics lit up like fireworks. Allen’s fans responded in far greater numbers than ever before. Myriads of readers responded with fervent intercession before the Throne of God. They prayed for Allen, for their beloved America, and for the world—and shared the blog post with their friends and family.

      Others got into their vehicles and headed for West Virginia.

      The message spread like wildfire across America.
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            Every possible contingency

          

          You know what you must do.

        

      

    

    
      Edgar continued to ignore the posse members inhabiting his compound’s passageways. Pressing matters occupied him. He knew his operatives could withdraw into the compound’s lower chambers and seal themselves from the upward passageways using airtight doors. The lower chambers contained tanks of liquid oxygen that could sustain hundreds of people for more than a month.

      On the ceilings above the upper passageways, sprinkler piping contained pressurized water for fire. But the piping had another purpose. The designers anticipated that if war commenced, desperate mobs aboveground might try to break into the lower chambers. To drive these people off, operatives in the lower levels would shower them with water. Then, after it drained off, a second substance would fill the piping—sarin nerve gas.

      Edgar knew he could not drive off the posse yet. Killing such a large number of people would bring down far too many repercussions upon the Network. But once the nukes started flying, Edgar planned to eliminate them. In the milieu of nuclear war, no one would notice or care. For now, these pathetic incompetents remained nothing more than a nuisance.

      “Coz,” Edgar spoke into a screen, “we have arrived at what we sought for so long. The Chinese, on a hair-trigger, will soon fire their missiles. As caretaker president, you hold the nuclear football.” Edgar spoke of the Presidential Emergency Satchel. A military aide-de-camp carried it at all times beside the president.

      “Have we covered every possible contingency?” Coz asked.

      “We have. And when you launch, all of our dreams—the dreams of our forefathers and of our Ascended Masters—will come to fruition.”

      Coz knew how the Network had influenced the arrangement of nuclear forces in America. He also knew that it had spent decades goading China and Russia into a fever pitch of hatred against the United States.

      “Only” two billion would die from the war. And in the aftermath, the Network would extinguish five and a half billion more to achieve its goal of a five-hundred-million world population. To achieve this goal, the technocrats planned to enforce sterilization, wide-scale abortion, one-child policies, and euthanasia.

      They would also deliver their coup de grâce—a worldwide pandemic, delivered via bioweapon. The “problem” of the pandemic would lead to the “solution” of a deadly “vaccination”—and the culling of billions more. The Network’s experiment in the early 2020s had proven the ease of forcing billions into receiving an injection. They anticipated that the “post-war” population would offer even less resistance.

      All these measures would clear the way for a “Millennial Kingdom” enjoyed by the Chosen Few. For these “few,” life-extending advances in science would bring forth immortality. The elite would merge with the Ascended Masters—and soar ever upward toward Infinite Intelligence.

      

      As Coz MacKenna sat in the White House contemplating this future, he steeled himself for the task at hand. Glancing at the “football” held by his aide-de-camp, he pressed a phone button on the Resolute Desk. “Nancy, I want the video screen set up, with Laurence at the ready.”

      He spoke of Laurence Chang, the Chinese-English translator on President Burkham’s staff. Given the months of communication with the Chinese by Burkham, Murray, and now MacKenna, Laurence had become a fixture in the Oval Office.

      Chang’s abilities stood alongside his Christian faith. He counted himself a member of a small group of Chinese believers in northern Virginia, worshipping every Sunday with Chinese refugees who met in the same building as Harold Jeong’s church.

      During his short time working for Coz MacKenna, he concluded that dark forces controlled this man. He wrestled for days with his oath to “Defend the Constitution against all enemies foreign and domestic.” After much prayer, he concluded that Coz constituted a clear and present danger—a domestic enemy—against the republic.

      “Laurence,” Coz called to him as soon as he stepped into the Oval Office. “I want you to get on the screen with the state chairman of China.”

      “Yes, sir,” Laurence responded.

      Secretary of Defense Benedict R. Lemnitzer and every member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff had joined Coz MacKenna. The Secretary of State and the Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs also stood with them.

      The Chinese leaders appeared on the screen. The chairman sat flanked by his advisors—military and civilian. Steam seemed to rise from his face. “Mr. President, or whatever I should call you,” the chairman began. “You and I know how this will end if you do not stand down your Naval battlegroups and order them to leave the Western Pacific!”

      His words felt to Laurence like fingernails across a blackboard. He translated them, leaving out the phrase “whatever I should call you.”

      The conversation continued with neither side making any attempt at compromise.

      It seemed to Laurence, as he hurled the thoughts back and forth between the two gigantic egos, that Coz wanted the bombs to fall. “Oh, Lord!” He pleaded in silence. “Show me what to do!”

      As his prayers shot upward, the demons crowding the room in their thousands leaped away from Laurence. A Warrior of Light appeared beside him with a drawn sword—a circlet of brilliance amid a sea of blackness.

      “Curse him!” hundreds of demons screeched.

      The conversation lurched to a halt as the Chinese chairman prepared to shut off the screen. “Our missiles will soon flood your skies!” he threatened. He’d had enough of this “third president.” The video went dark.

      “Secretary Lemnitzer,” MacKenna stated, turning to his Secretary of Defense. “Review the Nuclear Protocol.”

      “You’ve decided?” The Secretary of State pleaded. Sweat drenched his collar.

      “No need for worry.” MacKenna spoke with a quiet gentleness. “You and your family will come out of this unscathed—and enter into a far better world.”

      A thought came into Laurence’s mind, You’ve got to DO something!

      

      In the hospital room, the three agents/operatives noted Burkham sitting up and chatting with a doctor beside him. He looked haggard and spent—but still coherent.

      One of them spoke to another agent in the room. “It looks like the Boss woke up. Has he recovered?”

      “As far as I can tell,” the agent answered. “He’s got his mind back at least.”

      “Have you talked to him yourself?” The agent/operative asked.

      “No, he only lets those four agents beside his bed get close to him. He’s ordered that no one cross that line.” He pointed to a red line of duct tape circling the hospital bed within a fifteen-foot radius.

      Too far out of range for our smartphones to fire, the operative thought. His two compadres nodded imperceptibly. This could complicate things.

      The demons escorting the three men hounded and cajoled them. “You must get this done—fast!”

      Fortunately, they had planned for such a contingency.

      The operative in the middle nodded again, unseen by all others but his two colleagues.

      The operatives on each side surreptitiously handed him two pens.

      With the skill of a watchmaker, the operative manipulated the two pens behind his back—shielded from view by the two agents beside him. He popped one open. Out came several small pieces. He turned, twisted, tweaked, and snapped them together. He popped the second one open, adding more pieces to the device he assembled. He had practiced this “behind-the-back” assembly at least fifty times previously. After a few minutes, he assembled a long-range dart gun—loaded with a projectile twenty times the potency of the dart used on the president before.

      Ever so carefully… imperceptibly… he lifted the rod-shaped device toward the president. Its shape and color blended with the three operatives’ pinstripe suits.

      There now. Raise it. Aim. And...

      “Stop them!” A cry echoed from the hallway outside the suite.

      Derek Cogent, in herculean effort, had rousted himself off the floor after the dart had entered his chest. He then staggered with all his remaining strength to the presidential suite.

      “They have… a… heart attack dart!” he cried out with his last breath. He slumped to the floor—dead.

      The room exploded. Agents everywhere drew pistols and scanned the hospital suite for the weapon.

      Quick as thought, the center operative disassembled the dart gun behind his back, transforming it back into two ballpoint pens. He handed them to his companions.

      The lead agent in the hospital suite set up a frisking line. He inspected every agent in the room personally, finding nothing.

      Aware of the overhead cameras in the hallway where they had fired darts at Cogent and his compadres, the three agents/operatives slipped away. No one ever saw them again.

      

      “How can I trust anyone?!” President Burkham demanded of his dumbfounded agents. “I know what I can do! I’ll take my job back!”

      Forcing himself to stand up beside his hospital bed, he ordered. “Take me to the White House. And tell that villain Coz MacKenna to stand down!”
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            Fear paralyzed him

          

          “Hampshire”

        

      

    

    
      Laurence Chang knew he must act. But fear paralyzed him as he stood beside Coz MacKenna in the Oval Office.

      Coz ordered the Air Force Lieutenant Colonel holding the nuclear football to place it on the Resolute Desk.

      The Air Force officer stated. “Sir, you will find the launch codes on the three-by-five card inside. When you phone in these codes to the Pentagon War Room, they will commence the launch sequence.” The Lieutenant Colonel had trained with the football hundreds of times. As he stood beside the desk, it felt like a technical exercise to him rather than preparation to snuff out the lives of billions.

      All stared in silence as MacKenna found the three-by-five card in the satchel. He picked up the phone and scanned the faces of his advisors. “You understand, I have only two options. One, I can wait until we detect a launch from the Chinese and then order a counterstrike. Or two, I can under U.S. law, initiate a preemptive strike, destroying China’s ability to attack.”

      No one spoke a word. The demons’ thick presence in the room stifled thought and consideration.

      “Secretary Lemnitzer, according to U.S. law, I require your authentication to order weapon release.”

      “Understood, sir,” the SECDEF responded.

      “To preserve our nation, I see no other sane option than to launch a preemptive strike. All of you heard Chairman Chou Zhu Ho threaten a moment ago to rain down missiles on us.”

      “You have my authentication,” Lemnitzer stated.

      No one else spoke. The demons pressed in closer, stopping all mouths and paralyzing all emotions. With one exception.

      The Warrior of Light beside Laurence Chang lifted his drawn sword.

      The demons pressed toward him.

      “Back off!” the angel exclaimed. “You know not against what you stand!”

      Sweat poured down Laurence’s face. He glanced at the Cabinet members and staffers. Except for Lemnitzer, they stood as still as statues.

      A lower-level staffer burst into the Oval Office. “Mr. MacKenna!” he yelled. “President Burkham has departed Walter Reed Hospital. He will arrive here in less than fifteen minutes. He has ordered you to ‘stand down.’ I repeat. ‘Stand down!’”

      The interruption diverted everyone’s gaze to the staffer.

      “What does ‘stand down’ mean?” Coz retorted. His voice sounded like that of an animal snarling.

      “He orders that you cease all executive functions and await his arrival.”

      Coz’s voice returned to its normal tone. “Do we have certification by the doctors of President Burkham’s full recovery?”

      “Not that I know of, sir,” the staffer answered.

      “According to the twenty-fifth Amendment, the incapacitated president must state in writing to the Speaker of the House and the president pro tempore of the Senate that he has fully recovered. Has he done this?”

      “I don’t know,” the staffer responded, bewildered by Coz’s response.

      “When you come back to me with these legal criteria fulfilled, I will stand down. But until then....” He turned toward the Cabinet members. “Until then, I will fulfill my duties to the American people as caretaker president. You may leave now,” he said to the staffer.

      The man turned around and closed the door behind him.

      

      Coz’s smackdown of this interloper emboldened the demons. They ground their fangs against the angelic warrior, intending to drive him from the Oval Office.

      “Now!” The angel cried into Laurence’s mind.

      “Stop!” Laurence yelled at the top of his lungs. “We have to wait until President Burkham arrives! Don’t follow one more order from this villain!”

      Like an avalanche, thousands upon thousands of shimmering angels—swords drawn—rushed inside the Oval Office.

      In a surreal haze, Laurence beheld several actions occur at once. The caretaker president gesticulated furiously for the Secret Service agents to “take him down.” The agents hesitated, looking at Coz in doubt. Cabinet members and senior staffers shouted in chaos. The air in the room seemed thick with some kind of “haze”—almost a “multicolored smoke” as Laurence recalled later.

      Thousands of demons and angels locked blades in combat. Undulating in and out of the Oval Office, the White House, and throughout the District of Columbia, spiritual beings chased, stabbed, slashed, and pummeled one another.

      Tens of thousands of people across America lifted up prayers for their nation. Tens of millions of brethren in China did the same. All cried out to God that He would stop the insanity going on between the governments of China and the United States.

      

      “Eeeeerrrchhh!” The tires of President Burkham’s black SUV screeched to a halt at the curved driveway by the White House’s West Wing entrance. Several other replicas of his vehicle, along with police escorts, halted as well.

      Burkham swung open the door and jumped out, much to the consternation of his Secret Service agents. He presented himself to the Marine guard standing at attention in front of the doorway.

      The flabbergasted Marine met him with a military-grade salute. He then broke into a broad smile exclaiming, “Mr. President! You’ve come back!”

      “That I have, Sergeant Beasley. Has your wife recovered from her gall bladder surgery since we last chatted?”

      “Yes, sir, she has,” the Marine responded with a smile brimming from ear to ear. “Welcome home, Mr. President!” He opened the glass door, and President Burkham stepped in.

      

      With shouts still echoing around the Oval Office—and Laurence Chang now pinned under the knee of a Secret Service Agent—a cell phone rang in the pocket of the lead agent.

      The name “Hampshire” flashed onto his phone screen: President Burkham’s Secret Service code name.

      “Yes, sir,” he answered, covering his left ear to listen above the din. “Yes, sir, I can do that.” He responded, “Don’t you worry, sir, I’ll get it done right away, sir!” He hung up.

      “Mr. MacKenna!” The lead agent shouted above the cacophony in the room. Everyone turned and stared at him. “The President of the United States has ordered you to stand down immediately. He has asked that I enforce his order. And I intend to do so, sir.”

      The demons howled in fury as the angels sliced, stabbed, and forced them outside the Oval Office and onto the South Lawn.

      “Oh, and Fred.” The lead agent spoke to his compadre pinning Laurence to the floor. “You can let up Mr. Chang now.”

      Taking his knee off the translator’s chest, the agent offered him a hand and a smile. “No hard feelings?”

      “None whatsoever,” Laurence answered, breathless with relief.

      

      MacKenna’s face twisted into a mask of white-hot rage. His expression then transformed in an instant. He smiled. Quick on his feet, he knew his moment had passed.

      President Burkhan rushed into the Oval Office and ran up to the Secretary of State, ignoring MacKenna. “Send out a communiqué on all possible channels to the Chinese government. ‘Forces inside and outside of the American government instigated a coup d'état against my administration. But now I, President Burkham, have regained my position of leadership over the United States government. I ask that you call off the initiation of any nuclear strike against the United States. I have ordered all Naval battlegroups in the vicinity of Taiwan to steam east and south, away from the island of Taiwan.”

      “Rogue forces inside my government conducted a false flag operation. They ordered one of our U.S. submarines to torpedo the USS Carrollton, causing it to sink. I express my sincere apologies to the nation of China. I will use every instrument within my authority as president to bring these individuals to justice. To the chairman: please accept my invitation to an emergency summit. We must form a protocol for avoiding the possibility of nuclear exchange between our two nations.”

      The Secretary of State and his staff, assisted by Laurence Chang, passed on Burkham’s message to the Chinese.

      The Chinese Chairman sent back the following reply: “Although we remain on high alert, we stand down all of our nuclear forces. Repeat. We stand down all of our nuclear forces. We will respond to your message in three days.”
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            Like water from a bursting dam

          

          “I think I’ll sign off now.”

        

      

    

    
      The angels ministering to the posse members in Edgar’s West Virginia compound’s passageways felt power surge into them. The enormous public sympathy engendered by the release of Allen’s blog—for the first time with his name and photo—moved tens of thousands to pray. Every angel in the compound unsheathed his sword. Thousands more angels rushed in from the surrounding countryside to join them. Like water from a bursting dam, the angels poured among the men in the passageways, batting away demons like ping-pong balls.

      Howls of impotent rage rang from the demons inside.

      A dread descended upon the armed Network operatives.

      “If you will not acknowledge my warrant for Edgar Bundy Russell’s arrest,” Sheriff Halback declared, “I will put every last one of you in jail—for years!” Halback, having just learned of Allen’s unexpected blog-post, had gotten his courage back.

      Angels swarmed among the Network operatives, whispering into their minds: “Give it up. Let the posse in.”

      One of the operatives, summoning the courage to speak, stammered. “Do you promise not to press any charges against us, Sheriff?”

      “If you hand over all your weapons now,” Halback stated coldly, “I will allow you to leave—to head upstairs and out of this compound. Have I made myself clear?”

      The operatives looked around at one another before they all nodded. One by one, they lay their rifles on the floor.

      “Also, I want the key to every compartment in this facility!” Halback exclaimed.

      A pile of labeled keys formed on the floor which the posse members picked up and distributed amongst themselves.

      With weapons and keys in hand, the posse members opened a wide gap, lining the passageway left and right all the way to the top.

      The operatives trudged upward between them, departing the compound, like ants who had lost their queen.

      

      In his command center, Edgar had lost all communication with Coz MacKenna. He switched on a twenty-four-hour news channel.

      “From what we can tell you so far,” an anchorman stated, “Coz MacKenna has departed the White House. Staffers report that President Burkham has reassumed authority as President of the United States. I repeat. President Burkham has reassumed authority as President of the United States!”

      Before Edgar could process this, an operative squawked on his secure channel. “Mr. Russell, I just got word that they published a new blog post by ‘Allen Grady.’ They used his real name this time, sir!”

      “But how could they…? We’ve got him locked up here!”

      “They added an addendum to his blog, sir.” The operative continued. They entitled it ‘The Archeological Find of the Century.’”

      Edgar recalled in an instant the report from his operatives about the excavation by Harold Jeong and the Turkish fellow in Izmir.

      “I need to tell you one more thing, Mr. Russell.”

      “Go ahead,” Edgar snapped.

      “They added a second addendum. They’ve publicized that we’ve got Grady locked here in our compound. They’ve exposed us, sir! Half the country now knows about us down here. It looks like they’ll come, sir. And… I think I’ll sign off now. The operative hung up on Edgar.”

      “Hey, don’t hang up on me!” Edgar yelled into the silent channel. He did a quick internet search on the blog post. There he read about Asher of Jerusalem and his ancient search for the Source of All Wealth.

      Edgar understood now. This man… this “Asher”—via a document penned two thousand years ago—had exposed him and his mega-banker colleagues as the primary perpetrators of the world’s ills. He had revealed their debt-money system. Asher—and Allen Grady—had opened the eyes of the American people; they had ripped open the curtain hiding the Network’s machinations.

      The citizenry could now see clearly who ruled them.

      Edgar realized that with this knowledge firmly fixed into the American psyche, the citizenry could force their legislators to do away with the engines of their oppression and of Edgar’s power: The Federal Reserve System and the Income Tax.

      The blog post had electrified America.
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            Giant screens blinked all around

          

          “Yes! I believe!”

        

      

    

    
      Edgar got word that the posse had infiltrated almost the entire underground compound.

      They would soon enter the Command Center.

      Wally O’Brian had managed—helped along by Allen’s latest blog post—to add another eight hundred members to the posse which now saturated the place.

      Edgar Bundy Russell sat paralyzed while giant screens blinked all around him.

      The operatives still in the chamber started getting up and easing their way toward the exits.

      Edgar heard a door behind him open.

      “Mr. Russell?”

      Edgar turned. There stood Stephen Hood. “I came down here to tell you something, Mr. Russell.”

      “Yes? What do you want to say?

      “Two things. First I unlocked Allen Grady’s cell block—and his shackles. I left him there to shower and wash off his wounds. And gave him a new set of clothes.”

      Bewildered, Edgar importuned, “But you… you captured Grady. How could you…?” Edgar trailed off—for once, at a loss for words.

      “And secondly, I’ve come to get something from you, Mr. Russell.

      “Oh, yeah? What?” Edgar snapped back at him.

      “Mr. Russell, I know now what you and the Network did to me. Years ago, an operative kidnapped me at the age of ten and took me under your control. But God has opened my eyes now. You no longer own me, Mr. Russell.”

      Edgar’s face contorted into a combination of rage and horror.

      “And Mr. Russell,” Stephen continued, “I want my family back. I want you to find them for me. I know you have access to the Network’s most secure files. You can give me their location. I want you to give back what the Network stole from me.” Stephen had not cried in decades, but tears now streamed from his eyes.

      “They call you ‘Stephen Hood,’ right?”

      “Yes, they do, Mr. Russell.”

      “I just figured it out. You gave these people access to the compound’s security codes.”

      “I did.”

      “So now you want me to help you—a traitor—to access your file?”

      The grief inside of Stephen transformed into rage. “Give it to me—now!”

      “Oh, I’ll give it to you, all right.” Quick as a flash, Edgar whipped out a pistol and pointed it at Stephen. “I’ll ‘give it to you’. But not before I tell you the truth.”

      “What ‘truth?’” Stephen stammered, eyeing the gun’s muzzle.

      “The truth that you will never find this ‘family’ of yours! And do you know why?”

      “Why?” Stephen responded, sensing he knew the answer already.

      “Because we destroyed them. We killed them all—your parents, your grandmother, your brothers, your sisters—all of them! We left them dead. Do you know why? To ‘cover up all traceability of the organization’s presence.’”

      In a flash of memory, Stephen recalled the moment in South Carolina when he had shot the poison dart into the neck of the temp-courier, Reed. Like some twisted form of justice, the recollection crushed his soul.

      Edgar continued to clench his pistol while Stephen stared back at him.

      The sound of a door jiggling open at the back of the Command Center broke their trance.

      “I thought I could find you here, Stephen.” A feeble voice spoke as the door opened. “Thank you for letting me out of my cell. I wanted to see you now more than anybody in the world.”

      The two men turned in the direction of the voice. Edgar kept the beed of his muzzle still fixed on Stephen.

      The man opening the door stepped inside—Allen Grady wearing the clothes Stephen had given him. Behind Allen, they heard the distant sounds of stamping feet and shouts in the passageway.

      “Kill him!” Liwanu, Prince of North America, roared into Edgar’s mind. He had stood beside Edger the entire time. Clutching the banker’s hand in his scaly talons, he sent a jolt of energy into Edgar’s index finger. Before Edgar could comprehend what had happened, he found himself squeezing the pistol’s trigger.

      BANG!!

      Stephen Hood slumped to the floor, mortally wounded.

      The mighty Archangel from East Asia swept into the Command Center and slashed his ten-foot blade toward Liwanu.

      With lightning quickness, Liwanu dodged the blow. In perfect fluidity, he wheeled three hundred and sixty degrees, before hammering a terrific blow against the Archangel’s shield.

      The Archangel stumbled backward under Liwanu’s furious succession of blade swings.

      “Did you dare to think you could stop my plan?” Liwanu thundered as he lifted his scimitar high to strike.

      The scimitar never fell. Carioch, Allen Grady’s angelic companion, smashed into the Command Center and sliced through Liwanu’s raised sword arm, lopping it off.

      Liwanu stared in shock at his appendage as it fell.

      As quick as lightning, the Archangel pierced a sword-thrust into the demon-prince’s mid-section.

      In a giant explosion of black and red smoke, Liwanu—ruler over North America for centuries—faded into oblivion, never again to wander the earth.

      “Thank you!” the exhausted Archangel gasped to Carioch.

      A posse member—Kyle Hathcock—heard the gunshot. Running in from the passageway, with AR-15 in hand, he saw Edgar holding the smoking gun. Looking at the floor, he saw Allen Grady rushing toward the wounded man. Kyle recognized Hood as the one who had tried to kill him in Petersburg.

      Turning toward Edgar, Kyle recognized his face. This “master of the universe” had hired the operative now collapsed upon the floor.

      “This fella you shot here tried to kill me and my mamma!” Hathcock exclaimed. “And you paid him, didn’t you!”

      “You piece of white trash!” Edgar spat. “Get out of my Command Center!”

      Kyle stared at him with the eyes of a Saxon warrior. “You think you own this world, don’t you, Mr. Russell.”

      “As a matter of fact, I do. Now remove yourself from here, you… you filth… you failure… you useless eater!”

      Kyle withered for a moment under Edgar’s verbal onslaught.

      The Archangel touched Kyle’s shoulder.

      “You think people like me—‘white trash’ you call us—you think we don’t have no value in this world. You just wanna kill us off. You wanna git us outta the way to make room for yer ‘New World Order.’”

      “That about sums it up!” Edgar agreed mockingly, directing his pistol muzzle toward Kyle. “And I think I’ll git you outta my way right now!”

      Kyle realized that he held his AR-15 at the wrong angle. Edgar would gun him down before he could aim. He would die now.

      BANG!

      Kyle flinched violently, grabbing his stomach. He felt nothing. Turning toward Edgar, Kyle beheld a macabre grimace on the banker’s face.

      Like a ballerina spinning a descending pirouette, Edgar sank to the floor—stone dead.

      Smoke from Stephen Hood’s pistol now mingled with the smoke from Edgar’s. While Edgar had mocked Kyle, Stephen had eased a pistol from his pocket into his hand.

      In seconds, dozens more posse members poured into the Command Center, two of them catching Kyle as he fainted.

      “Oh, Stephen!” Allen gasped as he knelt beside the dying operative. “Stephen! If only the posse could have come in time to stop this!”

      “It’s… okay,” Stephen gasped in a wince of pain. “Call me Arlen. My name… before they abducted me.” He grimaced as he spoke. The bullet had touched his liver.

      “We’ll get you to a doctor!” Allen turned to the men in the room and called for help.

      “No one… can help me. Tell me… tell me now what my grandma shared with me long ago… tell me about Jesus.”

      “Yes! Yes! I will, Arlen!” Allen exclaimed. As Stephen’s strength ebbed away, Allen shared John 3:16 with him. “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”

      “God sent Jesus to earth because He loved you, Arlen. Jesus lived a perfect life and died on the cross for your sins. He rose again after three days and showed himself to hundreds of people before He ascended back into heaven. Arlen, Jesus lives and wants to save you from your sins and forgive you.”

      Allen also shared Romans 10:9. “‘…if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that God hath raised him from the dead, thou shalt be saved.’ Stephen, do you believe that Jesus died and rose again… for you?

      “Yes! I believe!”

      “Will you repent of your sins and confess that He is your Lord?”

      “Yes! I will.”

      “Tell him this in your own words, Arlen.”

      Stephen prayed, “Jesus, I believe… in You. Forgive me for all my terrible… my horrible… sins. Please… let me live with you forever.” He looked up at Allen. “Will I go to Heaven now?”

      “You will.” Allen wept. Tears streamed down his face as he cradled the dying man in his arms.

      “I feel like a ten-year-old boy… sitting on my grandma’s lap.” Stephen stammered and coughed. “I can hear her singing an old hymn. And I can see… light… so much light.” Stephen’s eyes closed. He exhaled a great sigh as his spirit ascended from the earth.

      Allen clutched onto him as dozens of posse members gathered around.

      Realizing they could do nothing more for the dead operative, most drifted away. But one grizzled old Marine veteran with the Eagle, Globe, and Anchor tattooed onto each of his beefy forearms crouched down. “Hey, Mister,” he asked Allen, “what did you just say to this man?”

      Through his tears, Allen answered. “I led him to salvation in Jesus Christ. Would you like to meet Jesus today, too?”

      “I sure would,” the Marine responded, gazing back in awe.

      Allen introduced him to the Savior, as well.

      The Marine, nor anyone else in the room, ever recognized Allen as the prisoner the posse had come to release.
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            Yes… my heart…

          

          Enough drama for one day

        

      

    

    
      The flashbulbs of hundreds of cameras met President Burkham as he called a special “I’ve-made-it-back” press conference in the West Wing.

      Before answering any questions from the eager flock of reporters, he spoke into the microphone. “My fellow Americans, today I greet you with a sense of hope in my heart.”

      He patted and looked down at his chest, “Yes… my heart… this heart… which almost gave out on me!” he laughed.

      The reporters laughed along with him.

      “After having escaped the clutches of death—for now—I have gained a new perspective on life. And from here on out—for however long the people of America will allow me to stay in office—I will work to restore the liberties that our Founding Fathers first established. I will fight to bring back the freedoms we once possessed before the Crime of 1913—before the bankers, with their silent coup, forced the Federal Reserve and the Income Tax on the American people.

      “Lying on that hospital bed, it all began to make sense to me. We as a nation have veered off track. We’ve lost our way. We’ve become decrepit, calcified, and sclerotic. We need a fresh new wind to blow upon us.

      “Yet when I say, ‘new,’ I do not refer to something we as a nation have never experienced before. Rather, I refer to what we once possessed—but have since lost.

      “My fellow Americans, I refer to freedom. I speak of the ‘air of freedom’ our forefathers breathed in pursuit of their dreams as individuals—the fresh, clean morning air of liberty. That word… ‘liberty.’ It sounds so old-fashioned these days. But in my heart, I long to see it dusted off and infused with new life. I long to see our nation return to its roots as The Land of the Free and the Home of the Brave!

      “I do not want my time as President of the United States to end with the realization that I only served as yet another shill for the international bankers—like so many presidents before me.

      “Instead, I want to leave the legacy of seeing young men and young women pursuing their dreams unshackled by the chains laid upon our nation in 1913.

      “I want to see a young man with a dream not have it crushed under the onslaught of taxes. I no longer want to see him expend half his energy trying to satisfy the IRS. Rather, I want to see him pour one hundred percent of his heart into the next new invention that will transform America!

      “Some people might ask, ‘How can we run our country without an income tax?’ I answer by reminding you that between 1776 and 1913, our small agrarian cluster of colonies hugging the East Coast transformed itself into the mightiest industrial power in human history—all without an income tax… and filled with amazing infrastructure too, by the way.

      “After abolishing the Federal Reserve, we can pay for our nation’s infrastructure using Abraham Lincoln style Greenbacks. We can back them with the infrastructure itself, as we pay the workers who build it. Rather than backing our paper money with gold, we can back it with the value our fellow Americans have built for us! With such value behind our national monetary system, we will have no more inflation destroying our society. And since we will not borrow Greenbacks from anyone, we will have no national debt. We the People—rather than the gigantic private bankers—will control our money… and our country again.

      “The corporations who buy off our politicians these days love our current tax system. Its impossible maze of paperwork stifles up-and-coming companies. Unlike the big corporations, small businessmen can’t afford to staff whole floors with accountants and tax lawyers to decipher the impossible code. Large companies use the income tax to tamp down any entrepreneur whose ideas might topple them from power. This anti-competitive injustice must end! And I will work with every fiber of my being to bring it down!”

      One could hear a pin drop in the West Wing as the reporters stared at Burkham with slackened jaws dropped to the ground. They could not believe nor comprehend the words issuing forth from the president’s mouth.

      Burkham continued. “My fellow Americans, I want us to experience once again what occurred in 1833 when Andrew Jackson dissolved the private central bank of his day. Jackson gave to us a debt-free nation! He felt so proud of this feat that on his death bed, with his last dying breath, he proclaimed, ‘I killed the bank!’ He saw this as the most important achievement of his life! And I would like to share that same achievement before I leave this life, as well!

      “Why did Andrew Jackson feel so proud? Because he had set America free. Between 1833 and 1913—eighty years—America averaged one major new invention every year and a half. Corresponding industries followed these inventions, employing tens of millions of people. Think about it. The sewing machine, the telephone, the phonograph, the light bulb, peanut butter, and on and on all came to us during that eighty-year window of human freedom.

      “But sadly that window began to close in 1913. That breakneck pace of achievement—the greatest in human history—would eventually slow to a crawl. Could you imagine how much further we would have progressed as a nation without the Federal Reserve and the Income Tax dragging us down since 1913?

      “We could have colonies on the moon and Mars by now. We could have flying cars. We could have eliminated poverty. We could have free energy. And we never would have had the international bankers financing World War One, World War Two, the Communist Revolutions, the Cold War, and almost every other hot war since 1913.

      “My fellow Americans, when I arrive at my death bed, I want to join Andrew Jackson in saying, ‘I killed the bank’ and the Income Tax.”

      President Burkham could not hear them, but citizens all across America—Republicans and Democrats, conservatives and liberals—cheered wildly in front of their screens. But in the West Wing, the Network-indoctrinated press club stared at him with a “deer-in-the-headlights” hush.

      One reporter broke the silence and asked, “When do you plan to pursue this… um… legislation, Mr. President?”

      “Today!”

      They peppered him with more questions, but he dodged them, shifting the focus to China. He proclaimed he would pursue a long-term peace agreement while not giving an inch on Taiwan’s independence.

      The reporters asked him about the deposed Vice President, Lyman Murray.

      “I plan to call him back and have him reinstated as vice president,” Burkham said. “He did a fine job while I sat in the hospital, and I want him back by my side.”

      They asked him about Murray’s checkered past to which he replied, “Vice President Murray worked hard to bring back the liberties our Founding Fathers gave to us. He has more than made up for any of his past ills.”

      After several more questions, he closed out the press conference and headed to bed. Enough drama for one day.

      Before he drifted off to sleep, he recalled in a flash, that no one, including he, had ever brought up the subject of Coz MacKenna.

      Such a strange anomaly. Little did he know that the demons still retained much power in Washington D.C. They had succeeded in blinding and deafening the participants in the press conference to Coz MacKenna’s evil machinations. As the weeks passed, no one brought up any judicial case against MacKenna. He had managed to wriggle out of the sordid affair scot-free.
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            No idea where to turn

          

          A few more tears to cry
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      Medical orderlies under Sheriff Halback’s guidance entered the command center and took away Edgar’s and Stephen’s bodies. Allen, having already left the Command Center, still winced from the pain of Edgar’s whippings. He traversed a dim passageway toward the outside.

      He had no idea where to turn in the dim lighting of this maze-like rabbit warren as he trudged upward. Over two thousand men now crawled over every nook and cranny of the compound. No one recognized him in the darkness, despite the fact that his capture had drawn them there in the first place.

      In their zeal to explore the compound, many forgot about Allen. Gaping in awe at the sheer size of the place, some asked “How could they have built this and kept it secret from the public?”

      Allen heard one say, as he stumbled by that, “If these people could make money out of nothing with the Federal Reserve, they could have spent whatever they wanted to build this place and keep it secret.”

      Whenever Allen got confused about directions, he would ask a passerby which passageway he had come down. He would then attempt to trace that person’s route in the opposite direction. After twenty minutes of working his way upward, he found himself walking through what looked like a garage door—entering a scene of green grass and a sun-emblazoned, late-winter West Virginia sky. The light almost blinded him.

      Gazing ahead, he noted hundreds of vehicles scattered over culverts, hillocks, and grassy plains.

      Immense longing combined with a desperate loneliness clung to his soul. “Oh, Emily, if only I could find you and the kids.” The pain of his wounds combined with his exhaustion had brought on delirium. He plodded along a car-strewn county road.

      “Lord,” he prayed, “could You send them to me?”

      

      In Petersburg, Jessica sat with Caleb at his workspace in the sheriff’s office while Caleb chatted with Sheriff Tinsley on his cell phone.

      “Whenever you find out anything, let me know,” Caleb said to Tinsley as he hung up.

      He informed Jessica, “Sheriff Tinsley still hasn’t heard anything solid about Allen yet—although some claim they may have seen him.”

      “It almost makes me want to pray,” Jessica commented.

      “You know, that prayer group with the eleven of us sitting around your parents’ coffee table the other day touched me,” Caleb said.

      “I know what you mean. What would you think about you and me, here and now, saying a little prayer for Allen.”

      “That sounds like a great idea!” Caleb exclaimed.

      At his little workstation desk, the two bowed their heads. Caleb began, “God, I’ve never prayed much before, and you know I haven’t given you much heed. But right now I’d sure appreciate you taking care of Allen. Amen.”

      “Amen,” Jessica repeated.

      “That felt weird but peaceful,” Caleb voiced.

      “My parents talk about a ‘peace that passeth all understanding’ when they pray,” Jessica said.

      “I can see what they mean.”

      “The other day at my house, I felt that something… or Someone… sat in the room with the eleven of us, listening. I felt what you might call ‘love.’ And it felt so much bigger than any love I’ve ever experienced before.”

      “When you mention ‘love,’” Caleb responded, “it makes me think of what Harold Jeong translated from the ancient writings of that man, Asher of Jerusalem. Asher wrote that he finally found the ‘love’ that Jesus had offered to him.”

      Jessica nodded.

      “You know, I think I might make a lunch appointment with Pastor Rick,” Caleb stated. “I’ve got a few questions for him.”

      Tears welled up in Jessica’s eyes. “And I think I’ll spend some time with my mom and dad. I have a lot to talk about with them, too.”

      “You do that,” Caleb grinned as he stood to leave. “You know, right now I’d like to stop by the Amish grocery for a whoopie pie. I haven’t had one of those since they shut down the Star Ledger.”

      Jessica laughed as they parted ways.

      

      Allen continued to tread along the West Virginia country road until he came to what looked like a rest stop along the roadside. The park-like area contained a few picnic tables and a meandering brook alongside a cluster of evergreen trees.

      “What a peaceful place,” he thought, taking in the gorgeous winter day. The weather felt so warm. Yet a delicious coolness still clung to the air.

      He sat down at one of the tables and watched the water flow by.

      Fatigue soon set in. He lay his head down over his folded arms on the table and drifted off to sleep.

      The breeze flowed around him and the bubbling brook sang a melody.

      

      How long had he slept? He did not know. He felt a nudge, a light touch on his shoulder.  He blinked. Soft, downy sunlight emerged into his view. He turned his head and noted the sun now high in the sky, a shimmering vision of blue and white.

      Into that frame, an image appeared. A picture began to take shape… a beautiful form… a face… As in a dream, he thought.

      “Allen,” came a voice from the face. “I’ve come back to you.”

      “You’ve come back…? Who…? Emily?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh, Emily! My love!” He stood and gathered his wife into his arms. Tears of love and joy streamed from his eyes until it seemed no more could fall.

      Car after car, more than a dozen now, pulled into the little roadside park. Word had gotten out about Allen’s location. Out of a minivan leaped his five laughing children, as dozens of others gathered around.

      Allen did have a few more tears to cry as he gathered his children into his arms.
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            Coast to coast

          

          His sword held high

        

      

    

    
      President Burkham formulated plans to travel coast to coast. His “up-for-Congressional-approval” Secretary of Defense, Senator Reasoner, would accompany him.

      Vice President Lyman Murray would “hold the fort” back in Washington now. Burkham had lots of work for him to get done.

      Burkham intended to use the power of his bully pulpit to push forth a Twenty-eighth Amendment to the Constitution. Doubting that the banker-owned and private-equity-bought-out Congress would ever pass it, he planned to head to the states. He would need three-quarters of them to invoke Article V of the Constitution to ratify the Amendment. His Twenty-eighth Amendment included…

      (1) The immediate abolition of the private, banker-owned Federal Reserve

      (2) The issuance, by the Department of the Treasury, of Abraham Lincoln-style Greenbacks as a replacement for debt-money Federal Reserve Notes

      (3) Prohibition against the establishment of any future private central bank

      (4) The establishment of a “U.S. Monetary Council,” based upon Alfred Owen Crozier’s 1912 concept. It would consist of the Vice President, the Speaker of the House, and other members appointed by the Congress and each state. The members would rotate out frequently.

      (5) The mandate that the U.S. Monetary Council would issue currency at a deflation rate of a quarter percent per year. This would encourage personal saving by private individuals. It would also motivate private citizens to invest in productive enterprises and discourage the accumulation of personal debt. Its small rate of change each year would impose little hardship on those already in debt. Over time, it would restore the value of the U.S. dollar, causing prices to fall a little every year. If, during any given year, the United States did not achieve a deflation rate of a quarter percent, then during the subsequent year, members of the U.S. Congress and U.S. Senate would receive no salary.

      (6) The immediate abolition of the National Income Tax—both for individuals and for businesses. Every former IRS employee released would receive full salary and benefits for the next two years. For those that remained on payroll, the government would reassign them to enforce tariffs, customs duties, and border security. Also, any public or private individual engaged in work related to the Income Tax preparation industry could petition the government for compensatory income for up to three years after the abolition as they transitioned to new work.

      

      Burkham also planned to push for the Twenty-ninth Amendment to the Constitution which would include…

      (1) Immediate term-limits for all U.S. Senators and Congressmen—two terms for Senators and three terms for Congressmen.

      (2) The right of current Senators to run for one more election.

      (3) The right of current Congressmen to run for two more elections.

      (4) A salary of three million dollars per year for each Senator and Congressman effective immediately.

      (5) Two additional years of salary following completion of office for each former Senator and Congressman.

      (6) The prohibition of present and former Senators and Congressmen from engaging in any form of lobbying for the rest of their lives. Violation of this law would lead to at least ten years hard labor in a federal penitentiary. The individual would also forfeit all additional salary still due, and all compensation gained, from the lobbying activity. Former Senators and Congressman currently engaged in lobbying would receive a six-month “grace period” during which they would transition out of their current lobbying positions.

      (7) Former Senators and Congressman would forfeit the right to run for President of the United States or from any employment in the Executive Branch of the Federal Government.

      (8) Former Senators and Congressman would forfeit the right to serve on the United States Supreme Court or from any employment in the Judicial Branch of the Federal Government.

      

      Before Burkham stepped onto Air Force One, acting Secretary of Defense Reasoner passed him a document—the order to court marshal for Marine Colonel Lance Halbright.

      “Looks like I’ll have to issue my first presidential pardon,” the president remarked.

      “Once you’ve done that, I plan to make him a major general and put him on my staff,” Reasoner said. “I want this man on the fast track to Commandant of the Marine Corps.”

      “And when I get back to Washington,” Burkham added, “we will observe a national day of mourning of the four fallen Secret Service agents led by Derek Cogent.”

      

      The nine surviving bankers—including Paul Hölzer, Jean Lampart, and Kichiro Hasegawa—kept a low profile after Edgar’s demise. With the public’s new awareness of their machinations, they planned to stay out of the limelight for a while.

      

      Harold Jeong returned to the United States after he and Orhan arranged for the safekeeping of Asher’s codices with the Turkish government.

      Harold contacted professors he knew at George Mason University. He asked for their help in getting Orhan into the Masters in Archeology program. When the school leaders learned of his role in the “archeological find of the century,” they gave him a full-ride scholarship. George Mason also offered him a paid Doctoral Fellowship following completion of his Masters program.

      When Orhan arrived in America to begin his studies, he joined Harold’s church.

      

      Seeing the fruits of their recent prayers, many Chinese believers in China, Taiwan, Northern Virginia, and Thailand increased evangelism among their neighbors. They furthered what they called their “back to Jerusalem” movement—a great push to spread the Gospel across the Asian landmass, all the way back to the Promised Land.

      

      Cosimo MacKenna remained aloof. “I know nothing of the situation involving Edgar Bundy Russell. I propose we set up a Congressional Committee to investigate the matter,”  he commented to reporters. He planned to stall and bury this “investigation” in mountains of red tape.

      Margrawl the Terror replaced the departed Liwanu as the new Prince of North America. Speaking into Coz’s mind, he stated, “We will bide our time, remaining quiet for now.”

      

      Allen Grady, now back in Petersburg, moved into a four-bedroom, three-bathroom ranch house with Emily and the kids. He continued to pump out blog posts every week. The blog had become more popular than ever, providing more than enough income for his family. Allen paid back all that he still owed to his former mission organization in Thailand. He used the bulk of his ever-increasing income to fund dozens of ministries for human trafficking victims in Southeast Asia.

      Ben, his fifteen-year-old son, aware of his dad’s increased pay scale, approached him one afternoon. “Hey, Dad. Now can you buy me a cell phone?”

      “After all we just went through,” Allen chided, “you still want to enter the hive mind?!”

      Carioch laughed as he took in the scene through an open window. He stood among ten companions surrounding the Grady household. Spreading his wings, he ascended, swirled around the home several times, and rocketed upward into the sky with his sword held high. Joy flooded his heart. Allen had finally come home.

      
        
        THE END
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      From his new home in Virginia, Allen wrote his next blog post…

      
        
        The Source of All Wealth

      

      

      I will now share with you, my dear readers, what I have come to understand regarding the Source of All Wealth.

      I remember long ago, at age eleven, staring up at the treetops behind my house. At that moment, I longed within my soul to reach those heights… and beyond.

      Most of us as kids dream of accomplishing something wonderful in our lives.

      Yet when we “grow up,” the “real world” so often will smother our dreams. “You can’t live in fantasyland,” people around us will say. “Forget these wild-eyed notions and buckle down in a steady job with a secure future.”

      And in this “steady job,” for many of us, our dreams die.

      Yet in America—between 1833 and 1913 when we had no income tax and no central bank—myriads of individuals fulfilled their dreams and transformed our world as a result!

      Before 1833, we had…

      No steamboats (or very few).

      No railroads (or very few).

      No automobiles.

      No electricity.

      No refrigeration.

      No sewing machines.

      No cameras.

      No lightbulbs.

      No record players.

      No vacuum cleaners.

      No mechanical reapers.

      No wrenches.

      No propellors.

      No telegraphs.

      No telephones.

      No rubber tires.

      No staplers.

      No circular saws.

      No safety pins.

      No dentist chairs.

      No washing machines.

      No airplanes.

      …and, heaven forbid, NO PEANUT BUTTER!!

      

      American inventors gave these gifts to humanity during that glorious time of no income tax and no central bank. They pursued their “wild-eyed notions” full throttle. They lived unshackled lives—unburdened by the oppressive “system” we live under today that crushes the dreams of so many.

      

      As I shared in previous blogs, although I did understand the Source of All Wealth partially, I had not yet discovered its full meaning. I had sensed that if I could discover this, I would “find the golden key” to unlock all my dreams! That eleven-year-old staring up at those treetops hoped to one day fly into the blue sky far and wide!

      Asher of Jerusalem’s ancient codex enabled me to complete my understanding of the Source of All Wealth.

      

      It comes down to four great principles…

      1. Freedom from the Distraction of Sin.

      2. Freedom from the Distraction of Tyranny.

      3. Following my clear calling from God or from myself.

      4. Total focus on my calling.

      

      1. Freedom from the Distraction of Sin. When I say “Freedom from the Distraction of Sin,” I mean it in one of two very different ways:

      (a) If a person becomes a follower of Jesus Christ, that person will have passed from eternal damnation to eternal life. Such a person becomes a child of God. God then gives this person a calling. But if this person allows sin to distract, his or her calling will “fall among the thorns” (Matthew 13:7) and remain unfulfilled. The person will go to Heaven. But the calling will remain unfulfilled.

      (b) A person could also have “Freedom from the Distraction of Sin” in a very different way. A nonbeliever could have a “calling” in which he or she simply pursues a personal goal. But one particular type of nonbeliever—a psychopath—can pursue a goal with no distractions at all. Without morality to “check” or  slow down this person’s ambitions, a psychopath can accomplish a lot. It makes me think of what the giant bankers have “accomplished” over the past century—war, poverty, slavery, and genocide… along with enormous power and pleasure for themselves.

      

      2. Freedom from the Distraction of Tyranny. When I speak of “Tyranny,” I refer to both Internal Tyranny and External Tyranny.

      (a) Internal Tyranny refers to the daily trivialities that draw our attention in a thousand different directions. They prevent a person from focusing long enough on a goal.

      (b) External Tyranny refers to the tyrants who enslave us. These people stifle us with confiscatory taxation, extortion, piracy, pilfery, slavery, and discouragement. How can a person accomplish anything under such distractions?

      At certain “golden periods of freedom” in history—like 1833 to 1913 in the United States—people found themselves freed up from such tyranny, and thus they fulfilled their dreams.

      

      3. Following my clear calling from God or from myself.

      God gives His children a calling.

      But what about someone with no desire for God?

      History makes it clear that nonbelievers can live successful lives—in the “earthly and material” sense. Anyone can construct a self-defined “calling” and succeed in fulfilling it.

      

      4. Total focus on my calling. If a person stays focused on a goal long enough and intensively enough—and applies physical and mental effort to the goal—he or she will, in all likelihood, fulfill it. Barring extenuating circumstances like injury, sickness or death, a focused person will fulfill his or her goal—as long as this goal falls within the laws of nature.

      

      I’ve quoted Andrew Carnegie before: “Any idea that’s held in the mind, that’s emphasized—that’s either feared or revered—begins at once to clothe itself in the most convenient and appropriate form available.”

      Many among the global elite have applied this and thus have become wildly “successful” in their evil designs.

      As a counter to globalist machinations, We the People can apply this principle against the goals of the elite.

      Yet in aligning our lives with these great principles, let us heed the words of the Proverb…

      “Remove far from me vanity and lies: give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with food convenient for me: Lest I be full, and deny thee, and say, Who is the LORD? or lest I be poor, and steal, and take the name of my God in vain.” Proverbs 30:8-9

      May we never deny or dishonor the One who created us, loves us, died for us, and who, ultimately, offers to us the eternal form of…

      
        
        The Source of All Wealth
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