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Dedication




This Book is dedicated to …


all those who believe even when the world gives you reasons not to.
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Chapter one



Michael Sinclair stepped out of the taxi with his black leather briefcase. He was in front of the Magnolia Hotel in Dallas, Texas. He glanced up at the grand façade, an Art Deco blend of beige brick and stone. 

Completed in 1922, the former office of the Magnolia Petroleum Company was the precursor to the Mobil Oil Corporation. A red neon Pegasus representing the symbol of Mobil Oil Corporation stood on its roof. The twenty-nine story building was Dallas’ first skyscraper and still towered proud against the modern skyline. 

A three-story arched entrance was topped with a tall flagpole that fluttered with an American flag. Forest green awnings jutted out over windows on either side of the front door. 

Mike, as he liked to be called, quickly reviewed his cover identity in his head. He saw his reflection in the front door as the valet opened it. He looked sharp in his dark blue suit, white shirt, and Italian loafers. The suit was made to fit his physically fit six-foot frame. His well-groomed black hair complemented his handsome face. He looked like any other businessman in Dallas.

Mike walked in and saw the three-story atrium that opened the entire core of the lobby. In the center of the lobby stood a matching statue of a red Pegasus, like the one on the roof. The emblem symbolized speed, power, and freedom of movement at a time when optimism filled the air. The whole world seemed to be speeding up, an age that believed in progress. Every invention felt like a promise that the future would be faster, brighter, and easier. 

He smiled and thought of a time when the world was a little slower, when the good guys wore white hats and the bad guys black. A time when anything seemed possible. Mike sighed, My how times have changed.

Natural light poured in from above, illuminating the space and emphasizing its vertical height. He saw the atrium was framed by balconied walkways on the upper levels, creating an almost theater-like experience as he looked up. A set of stairs started from the left side of the mezzanine level and descended to the right-side doors that led out to the valet parking area.

The design struck a balance between the historic character of its days as the Magnolia Petroleum Building and updated, minimalist furnishings. There were sleek couches and armchairs, modern light fixtures, and neutral-toned decor that let the architectural drama of the atrium shine. The floors were polished, and the surrounding walls featured subtle lighting and artwork that didn’t distract from the airy openness.

Mike saw the front desk to his left. He walked over to it and placed his briefcase on the counter. An attractive young woman smiled at Mike. 

She wore a name tag that read, “Alison.”

“Hello, I have a reservation,” Mike said.

“Name, please?” Alison asked.

“Michael Garon,” Mike said.

The woman typed on her computer. Mike squeezed the handle on his briefcase. 

“You are in room 2308. I hope you don’t mind heights. How many keys would you like?” Alison said with a smile.

“That depends on how lucky I am,” Mike said.

The woman blushed.

Mike smiled. “I’m in a room whose number adds up to thirteen.”

“Would you like another room?” Alison asked.

“No, that room will be fine. I’m not superstitious. How many keys do you think I will need?” Mike said with a grin.

“Most guests require two. Just in case…” Alison said, trailing off.

“Just in case they lose one,” Mike quickly added.

“Oh, yes,” Alison smiled and blushed again.

“My luggage should be arriving later,” Mike smiled.

“When it arrives, we will have it sent to your room,” Alison said.

Alison reached into a drawer and pulled out two blank keys. She placed one in a machine. Mike squeezed the handle of the briefcase again. Alison created a second key, put it in a small paper sleeve with his room number, and handed it to Mike. He thanked her, grabbed his briefcase, and headed for the elevators.

There were originally seven elevators, but only four were operational after restoration. The other three elevator doors remained in their original positions. Mike pressed the call button and looked up at the ornate inlaid ceiling of the elevator lobby. He admired the craftsmanship and the artistry that went into creating it. 

Mike looked around the elevator lobby. This was a work of art. Now, most things are created from plastics and molds. Technology is great, but something has been lost. Almost like a part of our soul, Mike thought.

His thoughts were interrupted by the elevator doorbell ding. He went to the open door, and a man quickly brushed past Mike, slightly bumping Mike’s shoulder. Mike only caught a glimpse of the man’s face.

“Pardon me,” Mike said with a bit of surprise. 

The man grunted and kept walking to the lobby. Mike turned and watched the man. While Mike was distracted, the elevator door closed. He quickly moved to a small alcove that had once been a phone booth at the end of the bank of elevators to observe his rude friend.

The man wore a dark polo shirt and dark blue pants. Mike thought it resembled a maintenance uniform. He also noted his acquaintance had dark brown, well-kept, straight hair. The man had a square face and a light complexion with a defined jawline. His thick, well-defined eyebrows topped round eyes, and his nose was slightly convex over a well-proportioned mouth. 

The bump the man gave came from a solid build. He was a few inches shorter than Mike. Something didn’t feel right about the man. If Mike had to guess, he would say the man was Bulgarian. Mike watched as he walked around the lobby for a moment and turned back to the elevators. Mike stepped back out of sight and waited. The ding of the elevator door was heard as the elevator arrived. Mike heard the door open and then close. 

He cautiously peeked from his hiding place. The elevator lobby was deserted. Mike went to the elevator bank and pressed the call button again. This time, the number four elevator door opened, and a young man and woman stepped out, talking to each other. Mike entered and pushed the button for the twenty-third floor. He looked at the elevator buttons and noticed that they only went to the twenty-seventh floor. Mike thought that it was odd for a hotel that had twenty-nine floors. 

As the elevator made its climb to the twenty-third floor, Mike looked at his watch. It was 10 a.m. The Dallas Expo didn’t start until 3 p.m. He was supposed to meet with Jerry Meegler in an hour at Pegasus Plaza, directly behind the hotel. 

He reviewed the mission. Control had sent the whole team to Dallas to investigate some suspicious activity possibly related to SHADOW, which fits their name for the Strategic Havoc and Anarchy Division: Overlords of the World. The whole team wouldn’t have been sent if it weren’t something big. Control had a way of downplaying a situation, but Mike knew better. 

Mike went through the team in his head. Jerry Meegler was a former ex-con, communications expert, and YouTube content creator. Greg Morris, an electronics expert and entrepreneur, was a rapper and comic creator. Finally, there were the twins, Sam and Alex Acosta. Sam was an independent film producer and a polyglot. Her sister, Alex, was a medical doctor who had seen one too many tragedies in the emergency room. 

Mike paused when he thought about Sam. She, like her sister, was a young man’s dream in every sense of the word. Mike felt a tinge of guilt when he thought about Sam. They had been romantically involved once on a mission. It almost cost Sam her life. They never spoke about it, but Mike felt a sense of responsibility. He was determined not to put her into that situation again, but he had to admit he still had feelings for her. 

They all worked for Preventing Rebellion and Organized Attacks Through International Vigilance and Counter-Espionage, or PROACTIVE for short, Mike had always wondered who created these titles. Control was the name of their boss. He had personally recruited Mike out of a dive bar in Texas. Mike remembered the time he was performing his Elvis impersonator show when a man in a wheelchair, known only as Control, came into the bar.

Mike had been in the Army and fought in several campaigns. He had come home to nothing and no one. He had the skill to impersonate almost any voice he heard, so he impersonated his idol, Elvis Presley, in a dive bar for free drinks and a few bucks a night. 

Control had given him a chance to utilize his military skills for something more meaningful. Control probably saved Mike’s life from dying from alcohol poisoning with the offer, even though a lot of the assignments were life and death situations.

They weren’t law enforcement, CIA, or FBI. They operated outside the jurisdiction of law enforcement or the United States government. The missions seemed small in comparison, but their success or failure sometimes had a larger, worldwide impact. Mike didn’t ask about the long-range effects, only what the mission was supposed to accomplish.

Mike was trying to find out why elements of SHADOW were in Dallas, just hours before the launch of the first manned rocket to the new Polaris Station. It was going to launch from Starbase, Texas. Also, why would they be at a hotel directly across from the AT&T World Headquarters in Dallas? 

The elevator stopped on the twenty-third floor, and Mike got out and headed to his room. The room had been renovated and was spacious. He placed the briefcase on the table and opened it. Inside was a key card-making device and a laptop. There was also a modified Pneu-Dart X-2 pistol. It fires tranquilizer darts using a 12-gram CO2 air source. It’s virtually silent when it's fired. There were six darts loaded and another six in reserve. Each dart would put a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound man down for thirty minutes.

His opponents would be incapacitated but not dead. Mike knew dead bodies drew a lot of attention. The kind of attention that Mike didn’t want or need. 

Mike then pulled the pistol out, checked it, and placed it on the table.

Let's hope it doesn't need to be used. Also, let’s hope I don’t run into anyone bigger than two hundred and fifty pounds, Mike thought.

He opened the laptop and turned on the key card maker. He placed his room key into the device and typed a few keystrokes. A green light flashed, indicating the duplication was completed. When he laid the laptop on the counter in the lobby, it recorded the rooms of every person in the hotel and those coming in with reservations later. The keycard was a master key to any place in the hotel. He grinned at how pleased Greg would be at the success of his invention.

He put the gun back inside the briefcase. He took it to the bathroom and hid it under the sink behind some towels.

Mike looked at himself in the mirror, straightened his tie, adjusted his suit jacket, and checked his watch. It was almost time to meet Jerry. Mike left his room and headed for the elevators. He saw the stairwell door at the end of the hall. He pressed the elevator call button and waited. The number 5 elevator arrived. He stepped into the empty car and looked at the floor numbers. This elevator only went to the twenty-sixth floor. 

How odd, Mike thought as he pressed the button for the lobby.

Mike counted as the elevator descended to the lobby. It took ten seconds to reach the ground floor without stopping. That's not a lot of time, but if your life depends on seconds, it could mean everything.

Mike let the door open and close and then pressed the button for floor number two. A moment later, the elevator stopped on the second floor, and Mike stepped out and looked around. This was the mezzanine level, which looked down onto the lobby floor. There were seating areas and a vantage point over the action in the lobby below. This was also where the restaurant and bar were being renovated. A staircase to the right ended in the main lobby.

Mike walked to the top of the staircase and looked down at the lobby. There wasn’t any sign of his previous acquaintance. Mike casually walked down the stairs to the lobby. He went out the side door and turned left. There was a short walk to Pegasus Plaza, which was located directly behind the hotel. 

The plaza was small, about sixteen hundred square feet, built in the early 1990s as part of the downtown revitalization project. A limestone block fountain stood at its center, surrounded by large limestone blocks that served as seating. Local artists periodically displayed their work there. The space was frequented by both homeless people and other visitors. What stood out most to Mike was the strong security presence: in addition to Dallas police, private guards patrolled the nearby shops, hotels, and the AT&T headquarters. The area felt safe, and the people walking by seemed to feel the same.

Mike reached into his coat and pulled out a cigarette case. He flipped it open with his thumb and drew out a cigarette. He pulled out a lighter and lit the cigarette. He blew a large cloud into the air. He saw a movement to his right. A homeless man limped toward him. Mike watched him with suspicion as he approached. 

Mike thought the man was in his early thirties. His face was dirty, and he wore thick, black-framed glasses. The man had dirty blond dreadlocks and a grizzled beard and wore a dirty black T-shirt with a picture of a smiley face wearing glasses. His jeans were filthy, and he wore sandals on his feet.

“Can you sell me a cigarette?” the man asked pleadingly.

“Depends on what you’re willing to pay for it,” Mike said.

The man fumbled around in his jeans pocket for a moment and pulled out a piece of crumpled paper and held it out to Mike.

“This can save your life. It saved mine,” the man said, looking ashamed.

Mike gave the man a dubious look and then at the paper.

“How can it do that?” Mike asked.

“I’m kind of a prophet. I read the Gideon Bible and get inspired. I write things down. Sometimes it’s a page, a paragraph, or a word,” the man said.

“Why me?” Mike asked.

“I saw the cloud of smoke and knew it was a sign. Like the cloud of smoke that God used to guide the Israelites through the desert,” the man said.

Mike’s face lit up with surprise.

“I guess I can’t argue with God,” Mike said, handing him a cigarette.

The man took the cigarette and shuffled away. Mike put the paper in his pocket. After a few minutes, Mike finished his cigarette and crushed it with his foot. He casually looked around and headed back into the hotel.

Mike made his way back to his room. He pulled the paper out of his pocket and read it. It contained a list of Bible verses. 

Mike thought Jerry’s performance as a homeless man was pretty convincing. Jerry had handed him a book cipher, using the Gideon Bible as the decoder book. The great thing is that the Gideon Bible can be found in almost every hotel in the United States. Mike knew this was a way to hide a message in plain sight. In this case, he would take each word's first letter after finding the page, paragraph, and word.

Mike found the Bible in the nightstand drawer beside his bed and sat at the desk with a notepad and pen. He began to decode the message. After a few minutes, he put his pen down and read the message. He sat back for a moment and reread the message.

“SHADOW IS IN ROOM 2601”

Mike tore the message up and flushed it down in the toilet. He opened the briefcase and pulled up the room occupants, Larry and Steven Bozeman. Mike checked the pistol and put it inside his coat.

“Time to be neighborly. But before I do, I want to do a little exploring,” Mike said aloud.

Mike left his room and headed to the elevator. He went up to the twenty-fifth floor and got out. He went to the stairwell and quietly went up to the twenty-seventh floor. He listened before opening the door. He slowly opened the door and looked down the hall. The smell of new drywall and paint filled his nose, and dust was on the floor. There were no fresh footprints in the dust on the floor. He closed the door and continued to the next floor. No trespassing signs were posted on the walls. The paint was also peeling off. He made it to the twenty-eighth floor. He did the same as the previous floor and found the hallway filled with rollaway beds covered in plastic. They had not been used in a long time by the layer of dust on the plastic. Mike continued to the twenty-eighth floor. There were telltale signs that the door had been opened recently. Mike listened for a moment. He slowly opened the door. 

This was the old penthouse suite. It was empty except for what looked like a small satellite antenna with a transmitter pointing out toward the AT&T headquarters. Mike pulled out his phone and took a picture. He stepped closer and looked out the penthouse windows in the direction of the antenna was pointing. 

He could see the AT&T Discovery district filled with people sitting and looking up at the 104-foot-tall LED screen wrapping the exterior of the AT&T headquarters. The district was an open-air plaza that hosts concerts, community events, and pop-up exhibits. It had shaded walkways and landscaped green spaces. 

The screen displayed the rocket on the launch pad at Starbase, Texas. The countdown clock showed one hour to launch. Mike made his way down to room 2601. 

He returned to the twenty-seventh floor when he heard someone enter the stairwell. He quickly entered the twenty-seventh floor and watched as the Bulgarian continued up the stairs. Mike knew the look from his travels in Europe. The medium dark hair, olive skin tone, and strong jawline. The man was of average height.

After a few moments, Mike heard footsteps returning down the stairs and stopping on his floor. Mike held his breath for what seemed like an eternity. Then, the footsteps continued down the stairwell. Mike heard the door to the twenty-sixth floor open and close. Mike strained to listen to any signs of another human being. The only sound was his heart beating in his ears. He took a deep breath to calm himself and started down the steps.

Mike quickly made his way down to the twenty-sixth floor and entered. He listened and heard a door down an adjoining hall quietly close. Mike made his way toward the noise of the closing door. He went to room 2601 and placed his hand flat on the door. Mike could feel the vibration of someone talking. Mike crept away from the door back to the elevator lobby. He quickly looked around and went to a door marked for housekeeping, and used his passkey. The room was a storage room filled with supplies to restock rooms after checkout. There was a shelf of small glasses. He picked one up.

Mike slipped quietly back to room 2601. The hallway was silent except for the faint hum of the air vents. He pressed the open end of a glass against the door, lowering his ear to it.

A television droned from inside and he heard something about the rocket launch. Beneath it, voices murmured, low and indistinct. He strained to catch a word, a name, anything that made sense. Nothing but fragments. A laugh. The scrape of a chair. Then silence.

Mike’s pulse quickened. He stepped back, glancing up and down the corridor, his mind racing through possibilities. After a beat, he turned and moved swiftly toward the housekeeping closet. Once inside, he shut the door behind him, pulled out his phone, and made a call.

“Bob’s Restoration,” Greg answered.

“I’m sending you an estimate,” Mike said as he sent the picture he took.

There was silence for a moment.

“It looks like you might have a termite problem. You need to act fast before they do more damage. Call me back when you get a better look on the inside,” Greg said.

The line went dead. Mike went back to room 2601 and took a deep breath. He pulled out the pistol and held it behind his back as he used his keycard. The lock clicked and a light on the door lock blinked green. Mike slowly pushed the door open, swung the pistol from his back and scanned for targets. There was a man at a desk hunched over a laptop computer. Mike pulled the trigger, and the sound of air escaping the barrel could be heard. The man stiffened as the dart struck him in the back and then he slumped over. The second man sitting on the bed was already in motion moving toward Mike. Mike side stepped and fired again. The man stiffened, stumbled and fell in front of Mike. 

He looked at both men and thought, They both look a little heavier than two-hundred and fifty pounds.

Mike looked over at the television, which was showing the rocket on the launch pad. Mike looked at the laptop, which showed a live feed from Starbase, Texas. Mike was startled by a calm voice from the television.

“All stations, this is Flight on the loop. We are now T-minus 30 minutes and counting. Proceed with the terminal count checklist. Go for launch prep.”

Mike pulled out his phone and dialed.

“Bob’s Restoration,” Greg answered.

“Let’s make this a video chat,” Mike said as he pressed a button.

Greg now saw what Mike was looking at on the laptop. 

“Looks like they are trying to disrupt the launch somehow. I need you to help me remote into their computer,” Greg said.

Mike put the pistol on the table next to the computer and pushed the other man out of the chair. He landed with a thump on the floor. Mike sat down and could feel how the now sedated man had warmed the seat.

“Okay, what do I do?” Mike asked.

“Go to Settings, System, Remote Desktop and enable it. Once you have done that install and run TeamViewer. I’ll do the rest,” Greg said.

Mike did what Greg told him. There was silence for a few minutes. Mike looked around the room. There was no luggage. Mike checked his two new friends for identification and found none. They didn’t have anything on them expect their keycards. 

Hmm, must be contractors, but for whom? Mike thought.

“I’ve got to take you off video call for a moment. I need to take some pictures,” Mike said.

“No problem. I’m almost finished,” Greg said.

Mike turned off the video, rolled the men face up, and took their pictures. They wore no jewelry. He then checked for tattoos, he found nothing on their forearms. Mike lifted one of the men’s shirts and saw something interesting. It looked like a prison tattoo on the man’s right chest. A black disk, surrounded with stylized flames like wisps of symmetrical rays. Mike thought it looked like something he recognized but couldn’t place it. He looked at the other man’s chest and he had the same tattoo in the same location as the first man. He took a picture of each one.

Mike was startled when a voice broke the silence. 

“This is the public affairs officer. We are now twenty minutes away from the scheduled launch of the Artemis booster, bound for lunar orbit. Everything remains nominal. The weather is green. No constraints at this time.”

The man who was in the chair stirred slightly. Mike took the gun off the table.

“I’m going to have a problem here in a minute,” Mike said.

“I’m almost in, there just seems to be something blocking my access. Should be just another few minutes,” Greg said.

“Should I just bring the laptop to you?” Mike suggested.

“No, if I lose the feed, I won’t be able to find out what they are doing,” Greg said. 

The man stirred again. Mike pointed the pistol and shot the man again. He stopped moving. The small red dart protruding from his chest. Mike put the pistol back on the table and slid the phone into his jacket. He reached down to check the man’s pulse.

There was a quick movement as Mike’s legs were kicked out from under him. He fell back on the floor, and the other man suddenly loomed over him, hands outstretched towards Mike’s throat. There was little room to move as Mike crab crawled backward out of the way. His back hit a wall, and the man dove on Mike. The two men fought to get the upper hand. The man rained down blows and Mike struggled to block them. 

Mike used his Army combative skills and kneed the man in the solar plexus, pushed the man off him, and escaped the man’s attack. He had to admit the guy knew what he was doing in a fight. Mike bolted for the door. He looked back and saw the pistol on the table as the man stumbled over his partner and fell. Mike knew there was no time to retrieve the pistol as he made it out the door. Once outside the room, Mike straightened his clothes and ran his hand over his hair, moving as quickly as possible to the elevators just around the next corner. 

Mike pressed all four elevator call buttons. One just happened to be ready, and the doors slid open. Mike heard someone coming from the direction he had just come. It had to be his opponent. Mike thought fast. He ran to the stairwell door, pushed it open, and quickly hid in an adjacent hallway and waited. He heard the elevator door close and footsteps getting closer. He stayed calm. Mike watched as the pursuing Bulgarian opened the stairwell door and bolted through it. Mike noticed the man holding the X-2 pistol in his hand as he went into the stairwell.

Mike grinned a little at his luck. He calmly walked back to the elevators and pressed the call buttons again. He kept a watchful eye on the stairwell. Mike knew that his pursuer wasn’t stupid. He would eventually figure it out. All he had to do was wait at the bottom in the lobby.

Mike thought as the elevator arrived, I’ve got a plan. It’s a bit risky, but it just might work.

He stepped out of the front of the elevator just in case his foe had doubled back. The elevator was empty. Mike stepped inside and pressed the button for the mezzanine floor. The elevator began to descend and then stopped on the twentieth floor. Mike braced himself for a fight as the doors slowly opened. A woman from housekeeping entered, and the door closed. She looked at the bank of the floor buttons and pressed the ground floor. The doors slid closed, and the elevator began to move. The elevator stopped again, this time on the tenth floor. Mike moved to the front of the car near the bank of buttons to conceal himself from anyone entering. The doors slid open again. An eternity seemed to pass before they closed, with no one entering. The elevator began to move again and stopped on the mezzanine level.

The doors slid open. Mike hesitated momentarily and then cautiously looked around. He nodded to the housekeeper as he exited the elevator. No one was around. He made his way to the edge of the balcony that looked down into the lobby. He went around the balcony to see if the Bulgarian was in the lobby.

Mike couldn’t see him, but he was sure he was there as he scoped out the lobby as he descended. That left only one place for him to be, near the side entrance. Mike started to walk down the steps to the lobby. Just as he reached the last step, the Bulgarian stepped out from an alcove, holding the pistol waist high. Mike didn’t hesitate as he thrust the palm of his heel into the man’s face. He stumbled back as Mike sprinted out the side doors. 

The Bulgarian stumbled as he followed Mike as he sprinted to the AT&T Discovery District on Commerce Street, half a block away. Mike slowed to a quick walk so he wouldn’t draw attention to himself. He would go across it to South Akard, which would take him to the convention center and hopefully safety. Jackson Street ran east and west and cut directly across the district, which was blocked off on either side to expand the area for people to gather. Wood Street also ran east to west and capped the end of the district. Mike mixed with others heading to the district to see the launch. Mike glanced over his shoulder and saw his pursuer on the other side of the street. 

Mike looked at his watch as he quickened his pace as he reached the edge of the district. He checked his watch frequently. Hopefully he looked like an average businessman late for a meeting. He turned south into the district toward his first hurdle of Jackson Street. There were security officers and people everywhere. A large crowd was looking up at the LED screen showing the rocket on its pad. Mike casually turned around to look for the Bulgarian and saw he was only a few paces behind. Mike maneuvered his way through the crowd. Mike stopped by a security guard. The Bulgarian stopped too. 

“There sure are a lot of people here today,” Mike said.

“Yes, sir. This is the best place to watch the launch,” the guard said as he scanned the crowd.

Mike waited for more people to get between him and Bulgarian.

“Thank you for what you do,” Mike said and started off.

The guard waved and went back to scanning the crowd. The Bulgarian worked through the crowd, keeping his eyes locked on Mike. 

Mike was almost three-quarters of the way through the crowd near Jackson Street when he saw three Dallas Police officers standing together. Mike slowed just enough to let the Bulgarian catch up a few steps. Mike approached the officers with his back to the Bulgarian.

“Hello, and thank you for what you are doing out here today,” Mike said with a smile.

The officers nodded, “Thank you. How can we help you?”

The Bulgarian stopped and tried to look casual as he looked around for someone in the ground.

“I know this is going to sound strange, but is there a man with black hair who looks like a maintenance man behind me about twenty feet or so?” Mike asked.

Mike then pulled out the other cartridge of darts from his pocket and handed them to an officer, and continued, “I saw him drop these across the street, and he’s been following me ever since. I think he might be up to something.” 

One of the officers pointed toward the Bulgarian. “Is that him?”

Mike turned to look at the Bulgarian. “Yes, officer, that’s him.”

The Bulgarian looked at the police. His eyes widened, and he turned to run, but a wall of people was now in his way. The three officers quickly apprehended the man. Mike’s last view of his pursuer were the backs of the Dallas Police as they took the man into custody. Mike turned and mingled back into the crowd like a fish moving upstream. He was only half a block away from Wood Street. The crowd began to thin out. The crowd started to chant the countdown as he stopped to wait for the crosswalk at Wood Street and Akard Street when a black Tesla pulled up and rolled the window down.

“Hey, mister, could you give me directions to the convention center?” a woman asked.

Mike knew the voice. It was Sam. A feeling of relief came over him as he opened the car door and entered the passenger side.

“Why yes, I do,” Mike said.

The light changed, and they drove off.

The cheering crowd could be heard as he rolled up the window.

He looked over at Sam and said, “You have no idea how beautiful you look right now.”

“Oh yes, I do, but you can tell me anyway,” Sam smiled as she drove to the convention center, which was only two blocks away. 

Alex, her sister, popped up from the back seat, “Yes, tell us both. Flattery never goes out of style.”

Mike laughed.

“I guess we missed the launch,” Mike said.

“Not exactly,” Sam said.

Mike looked puzzled.

“I’ll let Greg explain it to you,” Sam said as they headed into the underground loading docks of the convention center. She found a place and parked. She handed him a lanyard with an Exhibitor Pass on it. 

“Go through the loading dock to the main floor. There will be directions for the exhibitor entrance. We are in booth ninety. Everything is there for you,” Sam said.

“Aren’t you two coming?” Mike asked.

“Give me your room key. Someone has to clean up your mess,” Alex teased.

Mike laughed, handed Alex the key card, and got out. The Tesla left the loading area and headed for the hotel.

Mike made his way to the booth. Once there, he went behind a curtain, and Greg and Jerry, now cleaned and wearing clean clothes, watched the rocket heading for space on a laptop.

Greg turned as Mike came into the back booth. 

“Well, if it isn’t rocket, man,” Greg said with a smile.

“I only do Elvis tunes,” Mike said, a little puzzled.

“Those four people in that rocket owe you a dinner with a big dessert,” Greg said.

Jerry turned to Mike, “You, my friend, managed to stumble on a sabotage attempt. They were going to adjust the rocket's telemetry, so it went off course and missed the space station.

They were using a Trojan horse through AT&T communication satellites, which was what the microwave antenna was for, and the computer was uploading a data packet that looked like just another update. Once the rocket was in flight, the packet would open, overriding the abort procedures and causing the booster to continue to fire beyond its intended burn time. 

It would continue accelerating the rocket, throwing it off the calculated flight path. The spacecraft would be off course for its rendezvous with the space station,” Jerry explained.

“Would they be able to get back if they missed the space station?” Mike asked.

“It would be complicated, if not impossible, to get them back for a safe re-entry,” Jerry said.

“That would probably set our space technology capabilities back years. By then, the Russians, the Chinese, or someone else would have made it to the space station and manned it. Eviction would be a little difficult. You can imagine the strategic advantage they would have,” Greg said.

Mike looked away as he thought how serious his actions were. They had just averted a disaster. He wondered when his luck was going to run out.

“Hey Jerry, you make a pretty good street preacher,” Mike said.

“Just pretty good?” Jerry laughed.

“How did you know to send the cavalry?” Mike asked.

“Once I got back on the line, tt sounded like you were moving, so I turned on the tracker and figured you might need a hand,” Greg said.

“Thanks, I did,” Mike said.

“I found something else on the hard drive. It was an encrypted manifest to deliver some items to New Orleans. I already sent it to Control,” Greg said.

“I need to get ready for my show. I’m first on the main stage,” Mike said.

Greg pointed and said, “Your costume is over there in the box next to my drones.” 

Mike dressed in his Elvis costume, complete with a sequined cape, and headed for the stage.

A few blocks away, the Bulgarian was brought into an interview room at the Dallas Police Department on Botham Jean Boulevard. 

“I want to call my lawyer,” the man said with a slight accent.

“Sure,” a large, uniformed officer said.

The officer left the room and returned with an old-style push-button phone. He plugged into the wall and left the room. Two detectives watched closed-circuit monitors as the Bulgarian dialed the phone. 

The Bulgarian dialed a number and waited.

“Law office,” a man’s voice said.

“This is Yuri Pinoff. I’m at the Dallas Police Department on an illegal charge,” the Bulgarian said.

“I understand. You know your rights. Do not answer questions unless your lawyer is present. We will send someone in a few hours,” the man said.

Yuri’s heart sank, and he felt a chill come over him. He hung up the phone. The two detectives came back into the room.

“I’m Detective Green, and this is Detective Griffin. We just want to ask you a few questions,” Green said as he sat down.

“I will answer your questions when my lawyer comes. Take me to my cell,” Yuri said, defiantly crossing his arms.

The two detectives looked at each other and shrugged.

“Okay, suit yourself,” Griffin said, standing up and knocking on the interview room door.

The door opened and the uniformed officer from before came into the room. 

“Take him back to the holding cell,” Griffin said.

The detectives left, and the uniformed officer handcuffed Yuri and took him back to his holding cell. The cell door clanked as it closed. Yuri held his hands through the feed slot of the door and the officer took the handcuffs off and walked away to another office at the end of the hall.

Yuri sat down on the bottom bunk bed and prayed. Then he took the sheet off the bed and tore it lengthwise. He tied one end around his neck, climbed up to the top bunk, and tied the other end to one of the bars on the door, pulled it tight, and jumped off the top bunk. His neck snapped as his body hit the side of the bars. His body hung in a haphazard way. 

An alarm sounded as the uniformed officer came running down the hall. He got to Yuri’s cell and picked up his radio. I need medical in Holding. I’ve got an attempt,” the officer said.

He fumbled with the cell door key and swung it open. He rushed over to Yuri, who had already urinated and defecated. The officer cut the cloth and lowered the body to the floor. He knew from experience Yuri had been successful in his attempt. 

Son of a bitch. Now I’ve got to spend all night writing the damn report, the officer thought.

At the Magnolia Hotel, Alex was in the elevator with a pink rolling luggage bag that contained Mike’s briefcase. She left the room key on the desk. Before she left, she sterilized the room and put a Do Not Disturb sign on the door. There would be no questions about Mike. He would have acted like any other businessman on a trip. She reached the ground floor and headed for the street. 

As she was leaving, she noticed a handsome man entering. Alex guessed he was Norwegian by his blond hair and build. He wore casual clothes. She put on her sunglasses just as she passed him. They exchanged glances, and they went their separate ways.

The man proceeded through the lobby and directly to room 2601. He knocked on the door. The other Bulgarian answered. The man pushed his way inside and closed the door.

“Your idiot friend got arrested. You failed your mission. Give me one reason why I shouldn’t kill you, too,” the Norwegian growled.

“I, I, I was doing my job at the computer. I don’t know what happened. One minute, I am working. Next, I woke up on the floor. My partner is gone,” the Bulgarian pleaded.

“Get your equipment and come back here. I will need you to help me make a delivery, and don’t get caught, idiot,” the Norwegian said.

The Bulgarian quickly left the room.
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