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1 Open Chair

Salem, Oregon, USA, Present


Blackmail. Everyone should know their strengths and weaknesses. Senator James Marshall knew his. He was a master at persuading donors, opposition members and anyone else who got in the way. He justified it to placate his voters.

No one knew of the corruption contained on the pages of his notebook, placed safely in his top drawer. Not even his wife, Monica, who died of cancer last year. Maybe she suspected, but not once did she ever ask, and he didn’t tell.

James looked at the photo of him and Monica enjoying a vacation in Hawaii. It reminded him of how happy he was, two years before he ran for office the first time. Their children were established in their own careers. Now he was at a crossroads of conscience. His chickens were coming home to roost, as the saying went. No longer could he hide behind a veil while he pursued the interests of the few. He wished Monica were still here.

He was now the Chair of the Senate Subcommittee on Communications, Media, and Broadband. They would be making strong recommendations on repealing Section 230. James was seeking more controls on media outlets. At the same time, he was lobbying for stricter gun controls. It was all he had left in the tank.


He turned the key and dropped it in his pocket. After two decades of being on the inside of Washington, he was amazed at what he still needed to do just to keep his seat. Thankfully his black book kept those with influence right where he needed them.

A bell rang at the back door, signaling it was time for Fred and Wilma to do their nightly business. The two pugs, short, squat and loving, waited with their little behinds wiggling to and fro. It was Monica’s idea to playfully name them after the Flintstones. Wilma, named for her apricot color, sat patiently when James stopped to unlock the back door. Fred, the black one, ran in circles, anxious to get out.

James looked out the window. Clouds threatened to smother the stars. If there was one thing he disliked about their Salem home, it was the perpetual grey above for much of the year. On the other side of the Cascades, where he was born and raised, the night went on forever and the skies were bursting with constellations. Here, in the state’s capital, he could only hope for a clear night. It was too far past winter to feel this gloomy.

He put on his tan Coach rain jacket, the last present his wife Monica gave him. It wasn’t raining yet, but he could smell it in the air.

James donned his boots and grabbed an umbrella just in case. He didn’t want to get wet and muddy if the rain came. James opened the door, letting the dogs lead the way. Popping the umbrella, he followed Fred and Wilma to the far end of the property, close to the apple orchard. Yes, it was a long way from the house, but he wouldn’t have their urine destroy his lawn. During the day, he could let them go on their own and they were happy to return. At night, coyotes roamed the orchard.

In the back corner, the dogs sniffed for just the right place. James waited. A patch in the clouds widened, where he could see a smattering of stars. He pondered what was up there. Since Monica passed, he often thought about what the next phase in life was. With election season coming, he wondered if it was time to step away, to pass the baton to someone younger and hungrier. In other moments, he felt drawn back to the original purpose for getting into politics. Helping the community he grew up in meant going back to his roots though.

Years ago, it had been about the economy and helping revitalize swathes of his county. Today it was to stop the alarming fentanyl crisis and the rise in gun violence. Just last week, a gang shootout had killed a young, innocent boy.

Wasn’t that his dilemma? Staying in the quagmire that was the Capitol meant kowtowing to the news and donor demands of attention while pretending to find hard solutions where there were only compromises. Yet, walking away from this prestigious lifestyle would be hard and he was old and tired. It might be easier just to hang on, pretending.

James pulled a flashlight from his pocket, looking around for the dogs. He tracked down Fred, even with his dark coat. Now where was Wilma? The chunky apricot pug was looking intently into the orchard, growling. She let loose with her gravely little bark. Not that you could call it a bark, he thought. James couldn’t even really hear it where he was standing with Fred.

“What are you so riled about, girl?” James asked. “Do your business and let’s get back in before it starts to rain, and you end up full of mud.”

He bent to pat her. She was solid. Though now seven, she was strong and the muscles in her shoulders and neck were thick. He waved his flashlight through the trees to see what spooked her. The light flickered briefly. Must be a loose wire, he thought. The leaves in the trees stirred. He nudged Wilma a little in the direction of the house. A rustling caught his attention. He straightened, turned toward the back door, and aimed the flashlight at the sound. Fred came over, trudging through fallen apple tree leaves. Fred was older than Wilma by three years. Deaf, and blind in one eye, the old dog made his way to James.

“You scared the hell out of me, Fred. Tell Wilma it’s time to go in,” he said to the little black dog.

A plop on the umbrella. Then a second and a third. The rain would be worse in the yard, out of the protection of the trees. He was tired and ready for the night to be over. He bent down and guided Wilma away from whatever had attracted her attention. Probably just a rodent. She was always chasing squirrels and such.

“You’ll never catch it old girl. Even if you did, you wouldn’t know what to do with it. C’mon home.”

He nudged her again towards the house. Reluctantly, she allowed him to guide her back. With the rain coming, he didn’t care if she finished her business in the yard. One time was better than the two dogs getting muddy.

They trundled toward the house, Fred leading the way. James felt more drops pelt the umbrella. He didn’t notice the movement behind them. He didn’t hear the muted sound of the pistol, suppressor on. He was already falling before he could feel any pain. The umbrella landed partially hiding him. His assailant walked up to him, took aim, and fired into the back of his skull.

Fred and Wilma were the only witnesses to the two men walking across the yard and into the house. No one saw them ransack the empty house and spray paint the walls in graffiti.

The two pugs walked over to James and sniffed. Eventually, Fred lay down next to the lifeless body. Wilma followed the stranger’s scent to the house. She stopped short of the steps and growled at the two men, now leaving the house. They skirted the little pug on their way to their vehicle, beyond the orchard. Wilma walked up to the door after the men left and lay on the step.


2 Reality Strikes

Ontario, Canada, Present


A nearly full moon shed light through the windshield of the cargo van. All seven passengers wore full black protective armor. Brad Stockman sat in the middle of three seats lining the wall of the van, behind the driver. Brad lowered his chin to relieve the pressure of the helmet weighing uncomfortably on his neck. He touched his Glock 19 pistol on his hip. Other than their leader, the rest carried Colt C8 carbine assault rifles, including the tech specialist.

Brad estimated they were closing on the target, based on the anticipated plan initiation. He looked at his barely visible right hand in the dimness. Untamed adrenalin travelled to his fingertips, causing a perceptible shake. He clenched his hand and closed his eyes, trying to slow his breathing. He listened for his heartbeat.


Brad looked up catching his leader’s stare.

“You, ok?” the woman asked.

He nodded, feeling the eyes of scrutiny on him. Two years of intense training to sharpen combat, weaponry, and self-defense skills culminated in this moment. He was about to complete his first mission for The Order.

Formed two thousand years ago, The Order was sworn to protect 30 pieces of silver coins, said to be infused with an evil power when they were used as payment for a great betrayal. Their mission was to guard the relics from those who would misuse the power. The clandestine organization was made up of individuals who were somehow resistant to their malevolence. They had evolved from a few rebels keeping the coins from the Roman Emperors to a global network fighting the evil influence the relics created.

Three years had passed since he and a rag tag team of strangers, with no applicable skills other than desperation, rescued Grace Rossi from her captors. It was a lifetime ago since his perception of history changed. Training was over. Any mistake could lead to injury or death. To himself or to any one of them. Brad was the least experienced on the team.

“We can go in without you.”

“No,” Brad answered. As much as he questioned his own ability, he understood the team was relying on him. Once committed, he was not one to back down.

The van slowed and turned right, suddenly shaking as it left the asphalt road. There was scratching on the side of the vehicle as they came to a stop.

“You are a go,” the tech announced in their earpieces.

Benjamin, sitting next to Brad, opened the door and stepped into the night. They alternated left and right until six were outside. The tech remained, leading communication. Overgrowth and bushes hugged either side of the van in the roadside pull out.

“Pierre,” the leader said, “you are Bravo team lead. Take the roadside. Scale on the ladders by the tracks to the roof and come in from the top. I have Alpha team on the canal side to the loading docks. We will enter there.”

Pierre nodded. The former CFL football player with the Montreal Alouettes had a reputation for toughness and was the biggest member of the assault team in terms of size. He led his two men parallel to the road, staying just inside the railroad tracks running to the building. In a moment they were gone from view.

“You two are with me,” Alpha leader said to Brad and Benjamin, the voice almost whispered inside their ear buds, as she headed for the path along the canal.

Brad had memorized the layout of the plant. The former mill was a towering sentinel overlooking the island in the middle of the Welland Canal. Built during World War II, it would have been an impressive sight for ships travelling the waterway. Today, it was a tired brick and cement structure that looked abandoned.

The plan was simple. At least on paper. Bravo team would climb to the top of the structure while Alpha team would complete a pincer movement from the canal side.

Caroline Watson, the Alpha team lead, took them to the water’s edge. The former Olympic pentathlete could outrun everyone on the team and held her own in hand-to-hand combat. She had taught Brad the use of a variety of firearms, although he still much preferred a bow to any gun. They followed single file on the rusted rail tracks along the canal. At the far edge, they slowed to sidle along the concrete lip of the canal wall. On the far side of the building’s yard, the ground widened. Caroline signaled the team to stop at the corner of the fourteen-story brick building, waiting for Bravo team to signal. They could each see their breath with the cold spring wind from Lake Erie. Brad looked up. In the moonlight, he was just able to make out the huge yellow sign with Robin Hood in red and Flour in blue. It had been years since it was a flagship flour mill. Today, it had been infiltrated by a group using a hostage to obtain one of the infamous silver relics as ransom. The moon shimmered on the water.

“Bravo team in position,” the disembodied voice came through loud and clear.

“We are a go,” the tech’s voice followed.

Caroline motioned for Brad and Benjamin to follow as she rounded the corner and headed to the single loading dock bay on the back side. They made their way to a man door. Benjamin moved to one side of the door and Caroline and Brad crouched the other side. Caroline tried the handle to no avail. They hoped, without luck, for an unlocked door. They would have to hurry to their objective. She stepped back.

“Bravo team,” Caroline said, “we have to force our way in.”

“We are good here. They are not expecting a top-down assault.”

Adrenalin rushed through Brad. He withdrew his weapon, holding it ready.

Caroline stepped back to allow Benjamin access to the lock. “On my mark,” she paused.

He knelt at the door handle inserting a pick into the lock and turned clockwise. He maneuvered a second tool into the key slot and worked both pieces until the tumblers fell into place. In less than five minutes, Benjamin turned the handle and slowly opened the door.

“We’re in,” Benjamin said.

Caroline, then Brad, followed Benjamin into the darkness. A small glow shone around one of the corners.

“Go, go, go,” called Bravo team in their ears. They would be repelling, like paratroopers falling to the ground while potential enemies lined them up. Brad didn’t have time to think about that. They had to get to the objective before it was too late.

He followed Caroline to the next wall. She slid along to the end and peeked around the corner. She waved Benjamin past her and Brad. Benjamin moved across the opening to the next corner. They continued this way, one then the other from hallway to hallway, past empty rooms. Their confidential source indicated the targets were in one of the open areas of the once cavernous building. Now, a lot of the building was partitioned into smaller rooms.

“Alpha Leader,” came the tech’s voice, “we have heat sources to the south of you. Approximately 40 meters. I’m getting unidentified readings, too.”

Drones with sophisticated heat detection flew about the building. They helped the tech distinguish her team from the enemy. Members of The Order wore clothing designed to keep body temperatures below normal, despite the extreme exertion.

“Bravo Team in place,” came the next voice, “We can take them now.”

“Hold Bravo. We’ll be there in twenty seconds.”

“But….”

“Stand down Bravo. Wait for us.”

Caroline led Brad and Benjamin down the hall to the last doorway. From schematics, it was the grain elevator room. Despite its size, if the tech was correct, their targets were not far down the long room. She motioned for Benjamin to the last door, to cover them going in. Brad took a deep breath. This was it. His chest pounded in his ears.

“Base,” she whispered in her mouthpiece. “How many targets are there?”

“Looks like two targets. Hostage appears to be sitting between them. One target is pacing.”

Caroline held up her hand. She showed one, then two, and finally a third finger to Benjamin. He used a portable battering ram. The door exploded open. Caroline rushed through, followed by Brad. She ran in a crouch to the end of the conveyor belt, that extended the full length of the room. Brad ran to the first cement pillar, stopping behind it. Benjamin stayed behind the door jamb to protect their backs. On the other side of the room Bravo team moved into a support position. Brad saw two targets come out of a surprise-induced crouch. His heart leapt. The hostage was sitting with a hood over her head, shaking and squirming to free herself. He raised his Glock and trained it on the target closest to the hostage, the smaller of the two. He hesitated.

“Alpha, Bravo, behind you!” the tech’s voice yelled, “behind you!”

Benjamin turned too late. Brad saw the flash a split second before hearing the muted gun fire from the hallway. Benjamin was hit in the shoulder and driven to the ground. Caroline turned to support him.

“Go! Go!” She yelled at Brad to move forward. She fired covering shots back into the hallway to protect Benjamin. Bravo team was also under attack from behind. They would have to fight their way out. Brad rushed forward to the next pillar. He fired at the largest of the two targets, standing on the far side. The man dropped to the ground as the round hit his leg. Brad ran to another pillar to close the distance.

The smaller kidnapper reached down, yanking the hostage to their feet. She ripped the hood off her hostage. Brad stopped, still holding his weapon ready.

Dian’s long blond hair spilled out from under the hood. She looked at her husband, Brad, with wide eyes. The hostage taker’s gun came up to the back of Dian’s head. It was all happening too fast. Memories of the Robinson estate cascaded. Then, he had his weapon of choice, a compound bow he was expert at handling. He wasn’t sure he could trust himself given the circumstances.

He aimed, keeping both eyes open, and focused as he had been taught. He tried unsuccessfully to calm his pulse. Brad stepped out from behind the pillar. The hostage taker backed up bringing Dian with her. She held the gun to Dian’s head but moved side-to-side as they retreated, keeping an eye on Brad and the Bravo team lead, Pierre, who was farther away but closing. For a moment, Brad had an open shot as the target used Dian as a shield from Bravo.

“Fire!” Alpha leader screamed in his earpiece.

He again hesitated. What if he missed and hit Dian? He didn’t have a chance to find out.

The hostage taker fired, first at Pierre, missing the rushing giant, then at her hostage. Dian fell to the ground in a heap.

“No!” Brad heard himself scream into the night.

Shots rang out from behind him. Caroline’s first shot hit the target square in the chest, the second and third missed entirely.

Brad raced forward to Dian, now on the ground.

The room exploded with bright white as the lights came on en masse. Everyone stopped in their tracks for a moment, caught in the brilliance.

“All parties stand down. The exercise is over,” a voice came over the load speaker, the French accent clear. The assault team turned to see former RCMP Inspector Guillaume Bouchard come into the room from a side door, followed by a team of observers. Today, he was leading a training mission for The Order.

Brad resumed his rush to Dian, now getting up on her hands and knees. He had thought his wife had been shot at close range. She rubbed both ears. The ringing would last for a while from the deafening shot.

Guillaume approached them quickly, followed by the rest of the team. They gathered around Dian and the rising hostage taker.

“What the fu…?” Brad looked from Dian to Guillaume.

“This was the final lesson,” Guillaume interjected.

“Were you in on this?” Brad asked Dian directly. He looked at the others, “All of you were in on this?”

Dian shook her head.

Brad reacted before he could think and swung at Guillaume. Guillaume wasn’t caught completely by surprise and took a step back. Still, the hook caught him in a glancing blow off the chin and he dropped to his knees. Pierre and Benjamin, flanking Brad, each took an arm. Guillaume got up. He indicated for everyone to stand down and release Brad, who wanted to throw another, but knew it was useless.

“She could not know. Nor could you. You both had to think this was real, or you might have reacted differently. Our enemy team took her this afternoon while you were being briefed on the mission,” Guillaume explained. “That is why you went into blackout mode today as far as communications.”

“And,” Guillaume continued, “we do not have success. Our hostage did not make it. Are you ok, Dian?”

Dian cricked her head from one side to the other. She looked ready to attack their mentor, but simply nodded. Guillaume looked from one team member to the next. He stopped at Brad.

“We will debrief back at camp. Dismissed. Except you two.”

Guillaume ordered Brad and Dian to remain. He took a deep breath while the others dispersed. He looked out the window to the empty yard and beyond. Brad couldn’t look at his wife. He had not just failed. He had failed to save her.

“Why did you hesitate?” Guillaume asked, continuing to look out the window.

“I didn’t trust I would miss Dian and hit the target...”

“You must trust yourself. Next time it might not be an exercise.”

“What if I miss?”

“You will miss all the shots you do not take. I think there is a famous hockey player who said that.”

“Yeah, I know. Gretzky. I’ve heard it before, but…” Brad said. He looked at his wife.

“You have heard it but not listened,” Guillaume interrupted. “You did not hesitate last time when it was real.”

“I had a bow,” Brad argued.

“That may be, but it is hard to be armed with a bow and move about in public. Not very discreet.”

“And it wasn’t Dian back then,” Brad reminded him.

Guillaume nodded, “No. It was the rest of us you were protecting. Why do you think we put you in this situation today? In these roles?”

“Because you’re a cruel asshole,” Dian responded.

Guillaume laughed and turned to them, “You know better than most, how dangerous this is. After what happened in Vancouver, you must realize we are not playing games. All of us in this organization have a role to play and there is risk. We will discuss more later, but it is critical you trust your training and your roles. That you believe in whatever brought you to us and guides you even when the stakes are so high. Because they are. Few of those in The Order have ever had to use combat skills. In fact, most live quiet lives of mentoring other members. However, there are some, as with the Robinson affair…”

“That’s what they’re calling it!?” Dian responded. “We lost my best friend to that affair. A megalomaniac and his son of a bitch bodyguard kidnap my best friend’s daughter, threaten the lives of her and us and it ends in the death of my best friend, and you call it an affair? We all suffered, and still suffer because of that. Spare me and don’t minimize it.”

Guillaume narrowed his eyes when he looked at Dian, “You are right. I meant no offense. There is much pain surrounding these relics. You have personally felt the suffering these evil coins can inflict. You stopped the bad guys then,” Guillaume said. “But this is a millennium-long war we continue to fight. It is waged upon all of us.”

“It’s hard. Maybe too hard,” Brad said. “Am I really built for this?”

“Life is hard. Get over it. I don’t expect you to be a James Bond. But you must be trained to defend yourselves and those around you. To get in and out of difficult and dangerous situations. You are no longer innocent citizens. Never forget, those on the other side will do whatever it takes to get these relics. That requires you to do what needs to be done. Our shared experience says you are capable. I say you are too. We all have much to lose if we fail in our missions. You cannot hesitate anymore.”

“We didn’t know how much there was to lose back then.”


“All the more reason to not wait. With this much at risk, we do not have the luxury of hesitation. We must act. I must ensure you are prepared to deal with anything that comes at you. Take solace in knowing that few have ever had to endure what you have already faced three years ago. Despite this, our loved ones are always at risk. That is the lesson you must understand. If we lose, everyone you care for loses.”


3 Surprise Discovery

Calgary, Alberta, Canada, Present


Brad fidgeted in the waiting room of the therapist’s office. Across from him, the rainbow-colored poster on the wall yelled out: YOU MATTER. Large black letters were followed by eight smaller statements of encouragement that ran to the bottom of the art.

The last time he was in a therapist’s room, it was nothing like this kid-friendly environment. It was just after their son, Matthew, had died at five years of age. Dian and Brad had gone to a specialist in grief recovery, but both walked away, not finding the peace they needed.

Dian and Grace were in the inner office with Dr. Val. Brad looked at his watch. It had been twenty minutes since they entered today, and eleven months to the day since they first connected with Dr. Val.

It wasn’t until Grace’s kidnapping that something in Brad broke. He still hadn’t told anyone of the dream about Matthew on that Christmas morning. The pain of losing their second child with Dian’s ectopic pregnancy was temporarily forgotten in the rescue of Grace. Now they were trying to help Grace get through her pain from the events that took her mother.

The inner office door opened. The doctor led Grace out as Brad stood.

“Grace,” the doctor said. “You can take a seat. I just need a few minutes with Brad and Dian.”

Grace sat in front of the gaming system in the corner. She looked at the console, leaned back and pulled a paperback out of her backpack. The third book in the Harry Potter series. She would rather read than play. Grace adjusted her new glasses and sat on the chair. Despite being eleven, she was still shorter than her peers. It was one of the things she hated. Brad watched her a moment before going into the office. The doctor closed the door quietly after Brad and they joined Dian at the round table in the corner.

“How is she doing?” Brad asked.

“Considering all that she,” Dr. Val paused, “that all of you went through, she is doing outstanding. However, she has a long way to go.”

“It seems to be working,” Brad said. He nodded as much to Dian as the doctor. “There are more days than not when Grace acts more like a child than a victim.”

“Still, when a car backfires, she jumps. She hates fireworks, any loud noises really,” Dian added.

“That’s not a surprise. In fact, she may never be able to fully tolerate those events. However, our role is to help her deal with day-to-day life and heal the best she can. She is a child despite her incredible maturity.”

Brad glanced at Dian. The psychologist had been referred to them by The Order. It was an unspoken fact the doctor was also a member of The Order.

“What do you suggest we do?” Dian asked.

“Everything you are doing is good. But we don’t want her to completely forget her past.”

“She’s been through a lot. Reliving that pain seems like too much to ask,” Brad jumped in.

“I am not asking you to put her through that. However, it’s important she remember her mother the way she was before Grace’s kidnapping by Enzo Franconi. And, to move through this, you all need healing.”

“When was the last time she visited her family?” Dr. Val asked.

“Last month. She talks with her Nonno every day and with her Uncle Marco at least once a week. Besides that, we try to get out to Toronto every few months,” Dian responded.

“Excellent. It might be a good idea for her to spend some extended time with that part of her family. Perhaps she can even stay with them for a while.”

“Oh, that’s not a problem. Mario would have it no other way. We all stay with him when we are there. If not there, her Uncle Marco would insist with him,” Dian said.

“I’m talking about her staying there, without you and Brad.”

Dian glanced at Brad. Since Vancouver, she had changed. Damn they all had, she thought. But Dian more than the others. She was now like Ripley in the second Aliens movie, taking on the queen Xenomorph. She was fiercely protective of Grace. There was a long, uncomfortable space of waiting before anyone moved. A game of chicken to see who would blink first.

It was Brad, “She’s lost a lot. We just want to make sure whatever we do is in her best interests.”

“Her best interests, or yours?”

Brad had no answer.

“I’m sensing some real doubts,” Dr. Val said.

“Are you analyzing me now?” Brad asked.

“Should I be? Guillaume forwarded me your final report.”

“I didn’t know we were under the microscope too,” Dian said.

Dr. Val paused before closing the file on Grace.

“We are all being analyzed and re-analyzed. We are part of a unique and covert group of individuals tasked with searching, handling, and facing evil. That takes a toll. It is imperative we are held to account and manage our own well-being.”

“I have worked with coins for years. You can’t imagine how many times I looked at a piece and wondered whose hands it had been in. Yet, despite what happened with Enzo and Maricia and everything, I still find it hard to fully believe these pieces have somehow been cursed by one of the world’s most legendary acts of betrayal; that they now bestow most people who possess them with an evil to manipulate others,” Brad answered.

“Not just now. For thousands of years. How do you think I felt the first time I was introduced to the concept. I’m a psychiatrist. I am not supposed to believe in mumbo jumbo, make believe stuff. I thought at the time the patient I was seeing was delusional.”

“But you believe now. Why? What made you believe?” Brad said.

“Not what. Who?” Dr. Val said. “Guillaume. He showed me how to find people who will fit our organization.”

“How do you find people? How do you know how you fit into the organization?” Dian asked.

“You know how the coins have that mystical feel. The sensation, accompanied with heat,” Dr. Val asked.

“I’ve only held one. It was repulsive, and at the same time alluring,” Brad responded.

Dr. Val looked at Brad after he answered, “Not just hot and vibrating?”

Brad shook his head, not adding more. He didn’t tell her about the visions he had, the images of death and destruction, the one and only time he had held a coin.

Dr. Val continued to study him, “There is only one other I have talked with, who had the same response to the coins. Repulsive and alluring weren’t the exact descriptions used, but basically it sounded the same,” she said.

“Who was that?” Brad asked.

“Doesn’t matter. It’s just interesting. Very interesting,” her voice trailed.

She picked up the file and jotted a few notes.

“You never answered my question, about how do you find people?” Dian stayed to her point.

“I have learned to see, to feel, I am not sure how to adequately explain, but I sense an energy around people. You know how sometimes you just know someone is not anyone you want to get close to? Or on the other hand, you are drawn to people for no particular reason.”

“Sure,” Dian answered. She remembered both Maricia’s family and Brad’s family.

“For me it is another level. I get close to someone, and they are either a person I want to embrace, or they are neutral, or in some cases, I am very uncomfortable to be in the room with them.”

“Which are we?” Brad jumped in.

“I think your being here now should answer that.” Dr. Val never broke eye contact and took a deep breath, “Back to Grace. She needs to spend time with her biological family, get her roots back. That will also get you two some alone time. That is my recommendation to help Grace. Otherwise, she is doing fine.”

“Perhaps we should focus on helping just Grace. I mean who are we to think about saving the world when we have a responsibility to her?” Brad said.

“Who are you not to?” Dr. Val challenged, “We all have gifts to help those around us. Everyone has a responsibility to do their part. And you are doing great with Grace. As far as the other…”

“Other?” Brad asked.

“Yes. Guillaume’s team. There is nothing more important than this. What you are doing is vital. Embrace it. You and I cannot escape our futures. Neither can that young lady out in the waiting room.”

Now dismissed, Brad and Dian gathered Grace, said goodbye to the doctor and left.

They didn’t see Dr. Val place her file in a small safe behind the painting in her office, before picking up the phone.


4 Reluctant Heroes

Toronto, Ontario, Canada, Present


A familiar aroma greeted Brad, Dian, and Grace as they exited the rental vehicle in front of the humble home. Grace’s grandfather, Mario, had lived in this neighborhood for decades. Brad closed his door, paused, and inhaled deeply. A heavenly compound scent of steaks, charcoal briquets, and summer, intertwined in familiarity, transporting Brad to his childhood for a moment.

Grace didn’t wait for the okay. She sprinted to the side gate, grabbed the ring on a string and pulled. The gate swung open, and she disappeared. Brad was about to shout out for her to come back and close her door. Instead, he paused, shook his head, and swung the car door shut himself.

“She’s just excited,” Dian reminded Brad. “She loves her Nonno.”

“I know, I know,” Brad replied.

He went to the trunk to grab the macaroni and three bean salads from Fortino’s. They followed Grace’s trail to the back yard, where she was already sitting on Mario’s lap supplying her grandfather with hugs. He lit up, returning the hug. In the yard, Grace’s cousins were playing cornhole and ladder ball. Marco, Mario’s son and Maricia’s brother, stood at the grill, the source of the intoxicating aroma. When Mario saw Dian and Brad, he let Grace off his lap and stood.

“Dian! Brad! I am so happy you could come!” Mario exclaimed.

He shook Brad’s hand then leaned toward Dian for a familiar bear hug. Since the death of his wife, Annabel, his hair had transformed from salt and pepper to full white. His shoulders were no longer broad, and he didn’t stand quite as tall as he once had. But his eyes still sparkled. And his handshake and hug were still as firm as when Dian first met him as a wild teenager leading his daughter, Maricia, all over the countryside looking for boys and music festivals.

Brad placed the salads on the picnic table under the patio umbrella and stepped to Marco.

“How’re you doing, big guy?”

Brad slapped Marco on the shoulder with the greeting. The moniker was well deserved. Marco stood six inches taller than Brad and outweighed him by fifty pounds. Marco put down the BBQ tongs and gave Brad the same solid handshake Mario had extended.

“Everything’s good, Brad. It’s good.” Marco turned his attention back to the steaks and burgers on the grill. “Did you have a decent flight out?”

“Yeah,” Brad said. “Is it just you and the kids? I don’t see your wife. Where’s Allison?”

“Ah, you know,” Marco said, “sometimes things just don’t work out. We split a month ago and the divorce is in progress.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Don’t be,” Marco said. “After what happened with Maricia, you guys, and Mama, I had to work some things out. I realized Allison never wanted to be a part of my family. She never tried and I couldn’t just let Pops be alone.”

Brad nodded, turning his attention to Grace and her cousins. She fit in so well with Marco’s kids, now all playing tag. Grace was not the fleetest of foot, but she was smart and able to both avoid tags and tag others using her guile. A moment of nostalgia for his own son, lost to a failing heart years earlier, stung Brad after Marco’s revelation. With the official adoption, Grace stepped into a void he and Dian thought they would never fill, after Matthew’s death and with Dian no longer able to have her own children.

“How do you like your steaks?” Marco asked breaking Brad’s trance.

“Oh, um, medium.”

“In other words, overdone, burnt,” Marco cajoled. He elbowed Brad.

“At least they aren’t mooing, the way you like them,” Brad countered.

“Rare is the only way to enjoy a good steak,” Marco said as he put his own steak on the grill to sear it.

Brad had forgotten how much food would be available when they got together at Mario’s. Steaks, pastas and salads, antipasto, and desserts. The rest of the afternoon was spent eating too much, accompanied with a healthy dose of homemade wine from Mario’s friends. Brad always finished feeling like he should loosen his belt a few notches.

They told stories, some true, some embellished. Marco and Dian bickered back and forth like siblings scrambling for ascendancy. Each story offered an opportunity to remember. Through it all, there was a sense of melancholy. And yet, they wouldn’t miss this family gathering for the world.

When it was time to go, Brad went to the car to retrieve Grace’s things. She would be staying with her Nonno and Uncle Marco, who had moved in with his father during his separation. Marco had his kids for the rest of the weekend, so Grace would have a nice transition for her stay for the next few months of summer.

Dian and Brad took turns kneeling for a hug with Grace. Then said their goodbyes to Mario, Marco, and his kids. The goodbyes always took time to ensure all the attendees got their fair share of attention.

“You be good for your Nonno,” Dian said, “And do the chores he asks you to do.”

Grace looked bemused and somewhat slighted that Dian thought she needed to be reminded. But she acknowledged with a grin and a nod and hugged Mario.

“And don’t you let her off easy, Papa,” Dian mockingly scolded Mario, knowing full well he would be torn between asking Grace to help too much and allowing his granddaughter to have a summer free of obligations.

“She will be like any good housekeeper,” he teased. “She will be kept busy with cleaning, laundry, and all kinds of awful chores. And, of course, she will have to learn all her Nonna’s favorite recipes so she can take care of me when I get old,” he said in anticipation of spending an entire summer with Grace.

When Brad and Dian were finally able to escape the long goodbye, they made their way to their hotel near the downtown core.

“Are we doing the right thing?” Brad finally asked, with Mario’s house long gone and the Toronto traffic absorbing them.

“She’s fine. I think Dr. Val is right,” Dian said. “Grace needs this connection with her Nonno. It will help her get back to her roots. If you’re afraid she won’t want to come back home with us, I’m a little frightened of that myself.”

“No. Not that,” Brad said, pausing before adding, “well, maybe a little.”

Dian looked to the side window as they merged onto the Gardiner Expressway. The towers looked down on them as they moved through the underpasses and by the CNE fairground.

“I didn’t mean just leaving Grace with Mario and Marco for family time. I actually meant joining The Order. Going off on these excursions? Are we doing the right thing leaving Grace behind for that? We promised Maricia we would take care of her daughter and now here we are leaving her behind,” Brad said.

“You go to coin shows searching for rare coins all the time,” Dian said. “What’s the difference?”

“The difference is, when I go to a show for a client,” Brad continued, “it’s for numismatic items from reputable dealers, for coins available to anyone. It isn’t for a secret, mythical relic, said to be shrouded in danger.”

“You still take risks. Anyone at your shows could be robbed, beaten, or worse. You said yourself, it can be a dangerous industry, dealing with so much valuable stuff.”

“It’s still different,” Brad said, failing to further define his thoughts.

She didn’t respond immediately. She watched the buildings pass by.

“It’s not about the coins, is it? Or The Order? It’s about you and me. You’re worried about me getting hurt,” she said finally.

The statement grew like a cloud between them.

“I’m just worried that I won’t be able to protect you if I need to,” Brad said.

“I am fully capable of protecting myself, you big jerk. It isn’t your job to protect me. Besides, I’m a better shot than you are,” she winked at him dissolving the walls of doubt he was hiding behind.

“Bullshit,” he said. “When we said our vows, I swore to be there to protect you, just like you swore to protect me. This isn’t a macho man act. You are the toughest person I have ever met. I’ve seen you on the job going toe-to-toe with the biggest hammer swinging dicks. And I’ve watched you explain to those same guys how to read a blueprint. This isn’t about how tough or smart you are. This is about reality being harder than my childhood idea of being a hero. When I was kid, I played soldiers with the other kids. We pretended we were heroes, and it was a game. That’s why I got into sports. To compete and win. But this isn’t pretend anymore. Lives are at stake.”

“We will be there to protect each other. You know as well as I do, after Robinson and Enzo, there is so much more at stake than the people out there realize,” she motioned to an invisible group of people, “and this is bigger than us,” Dian said, wagging her hand between them for emphasis.

“I keep thinking back to that,” he said. They were stopped at a red light near Hotel X Toronto where they were staying.

“I waited too long to act. If I had reacted sooner, perhaps we all would have come out alive.”

“But you did act. You were the one who stayed back to help Guillaume and get the others out safely. You were the one who ended it all,” Dian said. “This isn’t about that. This is about the last training mission.”

“Do you have any idea how painful it was seeing you fall like that? I thought they really did kill you. I’m not sure I can go through that again. I’m not sure I’m strong enough.”

“But I trust you. I have always trusted you. When we lost Matthew. When we lost our second one. When we were in Vancouver, and you didn’t come back, so you could help the others. I was pissed at you, but I still believed in you. I always will.”


“I don’t know if I believe in me.”


5 Valkyrie Falls

Wolf's Lair, East Prussia, 1944


Oberleutnant Werner von Haeften pulled the officer’s Mercedes-Benz W31 to the gate. The long silver and black convertible carried the German officers in as much luxury as the war allowed. A cloud followed the vehicle and swept past the guard in a dust bath. The private at the gate coughed and held up his hand to stop the vehicle from moving on without his approval. It was a flash of control over superiors that lasted but a moment. Werner stared ahead, unwilling to meet the gaze of the young man. Unwilling to cede any sign of deceit.

“Papers, please.”

Werner reached into the satchel on the passenger seat for the identifications of himself and his passengers, Oberst Claus von Stauffenberg, and Oberst Johanne von Müller. All three were subject to scrutiny by men much lower in rank. Rumors had filtered down to those at Wolf’s Lair. The Führer was both fearful of dissension and furious at disagreement across the military ranks. Everyone was suspected. The soldiers seemed younger every day, the result of a military stretched too thin.

The private glanced briefly at all three; too quickly to confirm or deny their identities despite his demeanor to the contrary. There could be no deviance of the diligence to the regulations. Anyone breaching the security procedures would be executed. The sentry took the papers to the captain in the small guard house for confirmation. von Müller glanced sideways to the senior officer checking their papers. Sweat was evident on the captain’s brow either from the heat in the small room or the responsibility of ensuring the Führer’s safety.

The captain was checking their names against his manifest. von Müller wasn’t concerned. All three men were cleared for entry. The papers were handed back to the private who stepped out and returned them to Werner.

The private nodded to an even younger soldier on the other side of the vehicle. The lower ranked private pushed up the bar blocking the road into the complex, allowing the Mercedes to move forward.

The meeting had been changed for the third time in less than a day. The summer heat created almost unbearable conditions in the original location, Speer’s quarters. The Führer demanded it be moved to the cooler bunker. Few believed it was the heat. Hitler’s paranoia was a weed growing by the day. Each change in venue wove an increasingly complex web of risk and variables to the co-conspirators.

They drove slowly past the barracks and the command centre to a cement bunker, easily blending in. With camouflage, the base took on a palette of grey, green and dirt, of lifelessness. Despite over two thousand men and a few women moving about the Wolf’s Lair compound, it was easy to not be noticed as anything out of the ordinary. The two men in the back of the car had straightforward but demanding and risky missions. Retrieve the coin from the Führer’s possession, dispatch him into whatever Hell he might go, and get out alive. The talisman had to be secured into hiding before anyone could use its power again. Easier said than done, thought Johanne.

Werner pulled the car to the front of the bunker, got out and opened the doors for the men. The Colonels each took a briefcase. They walked to the door of the bunker, falling in line with others getting checked once more at the entrance. Johanne wondered if this would be another of the Führer’s more frequent rants about loyalty and impossible missions.

Inside, naked lights hung along the walls on a wire, dim compared to the brightness of the sun. Johanne let his eyes adjust to the darkened hallway before moving forward. He entered the main map room at the end of the hall. Already, men surrounded the large table. Markers on the maps showed where the forces were in the Western and Eastern European fronts and along the North Africa coast. Johanne looked at that portion of the giant map and scowled. He had once been a man able to attract the attention of many women’s eyes. Now, after Tunisia and the attack by the dreaded RAF, he was not the same. A scar ran from his left cheek, across and into his hairline, hidden under his officer’s hat. He glanced at his friend and co-conspirator, von Stauffenberg. Claus had lost much more than good looks. His left hand was covered in a black leather glove that rarely came off, to hide missing fingers. A blown away right hand was replaced by a hook and his now-empty left eye socket was hidden behind a black patch.

The four men that came in ahead of Johanne and Claus made their way to places around the far side of the table. A silent signal ran amongst them to their places based on their ranking and expected roles during the meeting. Quiet strategies were whispered, and tactics decided for troops thousands of miles away. The lifetime officers were most discreet, knowing every order could end in failure and death or be overturned and lead to even more destruction. They were all on a razor thin line.

They had seen the deterioration of Hitler from the charismatic German Chancellor, claiming to return glory to Germany, into this half-crazed Führer who seemed not to know which way to turn. Von Müller was a career soldier. He never knew their leader in the early years, had not been a follower of the Nazi cause at all, but was aware something was afoul about the man now. A sickness permeated the air. Von Müller’s instructions were to switch the Führer’s satchel with his own, while Claus would also leave behind his own case, and they would get out.

The bomb wired in the case would take care of the Führer, for all their sakes. For their country’s survival. On cue, a hush rippled through the room. Only a couple of junior officers in the corner continued to whisper. Booted footfalls clamoring from the hall grew louder. The men never knew which Führer was coming in the room day-to-day. The hypnotic leader who electrified their nation or the madman who turned on their Russian allies. It was best to weigh cautiously.

Hitler entered in his military garb. The German Cross stuck on the left side of his double-breasted jacket. He was followed by Head of Operations for the General Staff, General Heusinger, carrying their leader’s case, rumored to hold the very prize that was to be extracted.

A wave of movement afforded Hitler space to skirt the table and take his usual place at the centre of the room, his back to the wall. Justified paranoia. Johanne would have done the same. Some would attempt to move to the shadows and corners of the room to avoid Hitler’s attention. Others would try to find a way to gain status with their leader. That number was smaller every week. The switch was to be made amidst the hustle and bustle and jostling for position.
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