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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            EPISODE 0 — CHAPTER ONE

          

          I HAD A DIFFERENT IDEA

        

      

    

    
      LOCATION: SOMEWHERE UNDER VIRGINIA THAT DOESN'T OFFICIALLY EXIST

      DATE: DECEMBER 24TH

      TIME: 11:47 PM
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        * * *

      

      The room smelled like poured concrete and bad decisions.

      Derek and I sat side-by-side on a bench meant for one. Orange jumpsuits itching like guilt. My wrists still carried the ghost of zip-ties. His still carried the ghost of pride.

      Across the corridor, our wives sat in actual chairs. Nora—my wife—and Linda—Derek's wife—arms folded in perfect marital-sync fury. They hadn't blinked in forty minutes. I was afraid if they did, the building would collapse.

      They'd been "detained as witnesses." Which apparently meant regular clothes, better seating, and the moral high ground for the rest of our natural lives.

      Nora finally spoke. Voice low enough to cut steel.

      "Day Three, James. Day. Three. We said stop."

      Linda, without turning her head: "We said 'people are going to die or get arrested.' You both heard 'challenge accepted.'"

      Derek muttered into his own collarbone. "It was supposed to be cookies."
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        * * *

      

      A Russian voice drifted down the hall. Hoarse. Broken.

      "The dog was covered in glitter for twenty-one days. Twenty-one. Nobody explained the dog."

      Petrov. Cell 4B. Hadn't slept since the koi pond incident.

      Next to him, a crisp Mandarin accent, almost amused now: "I made sixty-seven slides. Sixty-seven. My director wants my party card. It was cookies. The whole time. Just cookies."

      Xu Mei. Cell 4C. Still clutching the thumb drive like it personally betrayed her.
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        * * *

      

      From the observation gallery above, muffled chaos:

      "—NSA WANTS THE OVEN."

      "The oven is a kitchen appliance."

      "IT'S BEEN LIVE-STREAMING COOKIE CRITIQUES TO A SERVER IN RESTON FOR NINE MONTHS."

      "That's not how ovens work."

      "This one has opinions about browning, Steve. Strong ones."

      A new voice cut through. Pure Midwestern resignation.

      "Look, all I know is Terry redirected a sixty-million-dollar Reaper to count inflatables on Maple Crest Lane. I'm wearing reindeer pajamas with MOLLE webbing. I no longer ask questions."

      Doug. Somewhere upstairs. Still refusing to take off the tactical Christmas onesie.

      Another voice. Exhausted. Defensive.

      "Operation Gingerbread was a legitimate tactical designation. I stand by it."

      Terry Kowalski. Cell 3A. Career in freefall.
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        * * *

      

      I risked a glance at Derek.

      "Your smirk started this."

      "Your fourth eggnog answered it."

      "You planted a fake recipe."

      "You put a baby monitor in my kitchen."

      "You—" I stopped. "Wait. How did you know about the baby monitor?"

      "Found your pants fragment. December 6th. Khaki. Left rear pocket. You tore it on my window latch."

      "I don't⁠—"

      "James. I've known since Day Six."

      Nora's eye twitched hard enough to register on seismographs.

      "You BOTH knew about each other? And kept GOING?"

      Linda nodded once. "Because quitting would have meant the other guy won."

      A long, shared silence you could park a Bradley in.
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        * * *

      

      From the end of the hall, the tiniest voice piped up. Clear. Calm. Slightly annoyed.

      "Excuse me, Agent Rodriguez? My hot chocolate is cold and you still haven't read me my rights. Also, Mom said if I'm not home by morning she's calling the Hague."

      Ellie. My daughter. Interrogation Room 1. Age: "pending forensic verification."

      Derek closed his eyes. "They think she's a sleeper agent."

      "She asked for discovery."

      "She's TEN."

      "They're bringing in a pediatric orthodontist and a tree-ring specialist."

      "You can't dendrochronology a CHILD."

      "They're discussing it."
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        * * *

      

      Above us, a final exhausted shout echoed through the vents:

      "WHO THE HELL PUT CANNABUTTER IN THE HOA COOKIES?"

      Derek and I answered at the same time. Barely a whisper.

      "...James did."

      "...Derek bought the bakery ones first."

      The lights flickered.

      Nora stood up. The guards actually stepped back.

      "Merry Christmas, boys," she said. "You're never baking again."
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        * * *

      

      Somewhere in the facility's PA system, a calm synthesized voice echoed one last time:

      "Batch 24 complete. Visual score: 9.8. Structural integrity: optimal. Global diplomatic incident: in progress. Merry Christmas. Please rotate tray for even browning."

      CroCK. Still transmitting. Still judging.
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        * * *

      

      Derek looked at me.

      I looked at Derek.

      Two dads. Orange jumpsuits. Wives who might never forgive us. My daughter being age-verified by a tree-ring specialist. My dog still sparkling somewhere. Russian spy emotionally compromised by said dog. Chinese analyst with sixty-seven wrong slides. CIA buddy who'd redirected a Predator drone. Special Forces operative in tactical reindeer pajamas. Smart oven still live-streaming to Reston.

      And somewhere in an evidence locker: one binder. Ten appendices. Cross-referenced.

      "Same time next year?" Derek said.

      I almost laughed.

      Almost.

      "Let me get through the tribunal first."
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        * * *

      

      I leaned my head back against the concrete. Closed my eyes.

      And I was there again.

      Eighteen hours ago.

      Bing Crosby in the speakers. Frosting in the piping bag. Ellie updating her binder. Ben feeding Business Greg a cookie crumb. Ringo still faintly sparkling from something we'd all agreed never to discuss.

      The kitchen smelled like cinnamon and regret.

      I just didn't know about the regret part yet.

      Then the helicopters came.
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        * * *

      

      DETENTION STATUS:

      - James Barlow: Pending

      - Derek Hartley: Pending

      - Nora Barlow: "Witness" (terrifying)

      - Linda Hartley: "Witness" (also terrifying)

      - Ellie Barlow: Age "pending forensic verification"

      - Ben Barlow: Released to grandmother (deemed "not a threat")

      - Business Greg: Released with Ben (deemed "a hamster")

      - Ringo Barlow: Veterinary psychiatric evaluation

      - Terry Kowalski: "Operation Gingerbread" under review

      - Doug: Not confirming or denying (tactical pajamas)

      - Petrov: Emotionally compromised (dog-related)

      - Xu Mei: 67 slides, all wrong

      - Gerald the Koi: Traumatized

      - CroCK: Still transmitting

      HOURS IN DETENTION: 18

      AGENCIES INVOLVED: 9

      HOURS UNTIL CHRISTMAS: 12

      HOURS UNTIL SOMEONE EXPLAINS THE OVEN: Unknown
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        * * *

      

      End Chapter 1

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            EPISODE 0 —  CHAPTER TWO

          

          THEN THE HELICOPTERS CAME

        

      

    

    
      DECEMBER 24TH - 6:12 AM

      MAPLE STREET
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        * * *

      

      The kitchen smelled like cinnamon and regret.

      I just didn't know about the regret part yet.

      Bing Crosby was singing "White Christmas" from the speaker on the counter. Soft. Warm. The kind of song that makes you believe everything is going to be fine.

      Everything was not going to be fine.

      But in that moment? In that 6:12 AM moment? I was at peace.

      The frosting was finally the right consistency. Three weeks of failures and one very judgmental smart oven, and I'd figured it out. Not too stiff. Not too runny. Perfect peaks.

      Nora was arranging the presentation tray. She'd found a vintage ceramic platter at an antique store—white with little holly leaves around the edge. "Festive but not desperate," she'd called it.

      Ellie was at the kitchen table, updating her binder. Tab 7: "Competition Day Protocol." She'd been awake since 5:30. Color-coding.

      Ben was on the floor, feeding Business Greg a cookie crumb through the cage bars. The hamster accepted it with the dignity of a tiny emperor receiving tribute.

      And Ringo was sitting by the back door, watching the sunrise. Still faintly sparkling. We'd bathed him six times since the glitter incident. The glitter had won.

      "Dad," Ellie said without looking up, "your piping angle is three degrees off optimal."

      "Thank you, Ellie."

      "I'm just saying. The judges notice these things. I have documentation."

      "I'm sure you do."

      Nora caught my eye. Smiled. The first real smile in three weeks.

      We were going to win. Or we were going to lose. But either way, it was almost over.

      Bing Crosby hit the chorus.

      I piped a perfect rosette.

      And then I heard it.
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        * * *

      

      The rumble started low. Distant. Like thunder that forgot to rain.

      But it got louder.

      And closer.

      And then Ringo started barking. Not his normal bark. Not the "someone's at the door" bark or the "I see a squirrel" bark.

      This was the bark he'd used exactly once before—when a transformer exploded two blocks away and he'd hidden in the bathtub for six hours.

      "What is that?" Nora said.

      The windows started vibrating.

      "Dad," Ellie said, looking up from her binder, "that sounds like rotary aircraft. Multiple. Approaching from multiple vectors."

      "How do you know what rotary aircraft sound like?"

      "Discovery Channel. Also, Tab 12."

      I walked to the window.

      Helicopters. Seven of them. Coming from every direction like a very angry compass.

      "James," Nora said. Her voice was very calm. The dangerous kind of calm. "Why are there helicopters?"

      "I don't⁠—"
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        * * *

      

      THE DOOR EXPLODED INWARD.

      Not opened. Not knocked. EXPLODED. Splinters and hinges and twenty-three years of mortgage payments turned into confetti.

      "FBI! NOBODY MOVE!"

      Six agents poured through. Tactical gear. Automatic weapons. The kind of intensity usually reserved for cartel compounds and terrorist cells.

      Not suburban kitchens at 6:14 AM.

      "DROP THE WEAPON! DROP IT NOW!"

      I froze.

      The piping bag was still in my hand. Buttercream rosette half-finished on cookie number forty-seven.

      "I SAID DROP THE⁠—"

      The lead agent stopped. Stared at my hand.

      "...Is that a piping bag?"

      "It's... it's buttercream."

      "Sir, put down the buttercream."

      "It's not a weapon."

      "SIR. PUT DOWN. THE BUTTERCREAM."

      "It's Wilton brand. 1M tip. I just got the consistency right⁠—"

      "I DON'T CARE ABOUT THE CONSISTENCY. PUT IT DOWN."

      I put down the piping bag.

      The buttercream rosette remained half-finished. It would bother me for the rest of my life.
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        * * *

      

      From the kitchen table, Ellie's voice. Calm. Unimpressed.

      "You're supposed to announce yourselves before breaching. Fourth Amendment. Unreasonable search and seizure. I have documentation."

      The lead agent turned. Looked at her. Looked at the binder. Looked at the color-coded tabs.

      "Who is this?"

      "My daughter."

      "How old is she?"

      "Ten."

      He stared at Ellie. Ellie stared back. She did not blink.

      "...We're going to need to verify that."
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        * * *

      

      More agents poured in. Through the back door. Through the garage. One came through a window that wasn't even open anymore.

      Ringo was losing his mind. Ben had picked up Business Greg's cage and was holding it like a tiny furry hostage negotiator.

      "CLEAR LEFT!"

      "CLEAR RIGHT!"

      "WHAT IS THAT?"

      "It's a hamster, sir."

      "WHY IS IT WEARING A CAPE?"

      "His name is Business Greg. He's formal."

      "SECURE THE HAMSTER."

      "Sir, I don't think the hamster is a threat⁠—"

      "DID I ASK FOR YOUR ASSESSMENT? SECURE. THE HAMSTER."
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        * * *

      

      They walked us outside.

      Our lawn. The lawn where Ben had learned to ride a bike. The lawn where Ringo had dug seventeen holes looking for a bone he'd already eaten. The lawn where, twenty-four days ago, I'd stood with four eggnogs in me and shaken Derek's hand on the dumbest bet of my life.

      Now there were agents everywhere. Helicopters overhead. Black SUVs blocking every exit.

      And across the street, the same thing was happening to Derek.

      His door was also off its hinges. His wife Linda was also being escorted out. His face had the same expression mine probably did—the expression of a man watching his life become a federal incident.

      Our eyes met.

      Derek mouthed something.

      I think it was "This is your fault."

      I mouthed back: "YOUR SMIRK STARTED THIS."
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        * * *

      

      The arguing started immediately.

      "FBI HAS JURISDICTION⁠—"

      "This is a CIA matter, the operative is OURS⁠—"

      "WHAT OPERATIVE? HE'S A DEFENSE CONTRACTOR⁠—"

      "NOT HIM. THE OTHER ONE. KOWALSKI."

      "Kowalski is on VACATION⁠—"

      "Kowalski redirected a PREDATOR DRONE⁠—"

      "FOR THIRTY-ONE DAYS⁠—"

      "ATF. THERE WAS AN EXPLOSION."

      "In MARCH⁠—"

      "STILL COUNTS⁠—"

      "THE OVEN. SOMEONE EXPLAIN THE OVEN."

      "NSA is handling the oven."

      "THE OVEN IS A KITCHEN APPLIANCE⁠—"

      "The oven has been transmitting to a server in Reston for NINE MONTHS⁠—"

      "TRANSMITTING WHAT?"

      "Cookie critiques."

      Silence.

      "...What?"

      "Cookie. Critiques. Detailed assessments. With scores. And something called 'Gordon Ramsay Protocol.'"

      "What the fuck is Gordon Ramsay Protocol?"

      "We don't know. That's why NSA is involved."
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        * * *

      

      "Secret Service." A new voice. Tired. "The vanilla."

      Everyone turned.

      "What vanilla?"

      "Subject Barlow purchased $847 of Madagascar vanilla extract in December. Single supplier. Nielsen-Massey. Flagged as potential money laundering."

      "It's BAKING INGREDIENTS⁠—"

      "At forty-five dollars a bottle? That's not baking. That's a financial crime."

      I raised my hand.

      Nobody noticed.

      I raised it higher.

      "I just really like vanilla."

      The Secret Service agent stared at me.

      "You spent $847. On vanilla."

      "The good stuff makes a difference?"
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        * * *

      

      The chaos continued.

      "—Delta Force is here for the Special Forces operative⁠—"

      "HE'S IN REINDEER PAJAMAS⁠—"

      "He's still active duty. He's OURS."

      "He's been running perimeter checks on a SPLIT-LEVEL COLONIAL⁠—"

      "That's standard protective protocol⁠—"

      "FOR COOKIES?"
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        * * *

      

      "Foreign intelligence." A woman in a gray suit. No insignia. "FSB and MSS. Both have had operatives on this block for nineteen days."

      Everyone went quiet.

      "Why would Russian and Chinese intelligence be watching two dads making cookies?"

      "Probably because of the Reaper."

      "WHAT REAPER?"

      "The MQ-9 that's been circling this block for thirty-one days. Foreign services noticed. They assumed it was covering something significant."

      "IT WAS COVERING COOKIE PRODUCTION?"

      "Operative Kowalski logged it as 'Operation Gingerbread.'"

      "THAT'S NOT A REAL OPERATION⁠—"

      "It is now. It's in the system. It has a budget code."

      The FBI agent put his head in his hands.

      "So foreign intelligence is here... because WE'RE here... because of a drone that's here... because of COOKIES?"

      "That appears to be accurate."
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        * * *

      

      And then.

      From the backyard.

      A sound.

      Wet. Heavy. The sound of something large emerging from water.

      Everyone turned.

      Everyone drew weapons.

      And from behind my house, from the direction of the koi pond, six figures emerged.

      Black wetsuits. Full tactical gear. Night vision goggles pushed up on their foreheads. Covered head to toe in algae and pond scum.

      SEAL Team 6.

      They'd been in my koi pond.

      For six hours.

      The lead operator was holding something. Cradled gently against his tactical vest.

      Gerald.

      My koi fish.

      Gerald looked like he'd seen things. Things a fish should never see. His little fish eyes had the thousand-yard stare of a veteran who'd been through too much.

      The operator looked at the assembled agents. At the helicopters. At me in my bathrobe with buttercream still on my fingers. At the complete chaos that had descended on Maple Street at 6:14 AM on Christmas Eve.

      "So," he said, pond water dripping from his rifle. "Where do I put the fish?"
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        * * *

      

      Nobody answered.

      Because what do you say?

      What do you say when SEAL Team 6 emerges from your koi pond holding your traumatized fish while nine federal agencies argue about whether your oven is a national security threat?

      Bing Crosby was still playing through the kitchen window.

      "I'm dreaming of a white Christmas..."

      I wasn't dreaming.

      This was real.

      This was happening.

      And somewhere in the chaos, I heard Ellie's voice, calm as ever:

      "I'm going to need a bigger binder."
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        * * *

      

      The FBI agent stepped forward.

      "Mr. Barlow. Mr. Hartley. You're both going to need to come with us."

      "Can I ask what we're being charged with?"

      He looked at me. Looked at the helicopters. Looked at the SEAL Team still dripping pond water. Looked at the agents arguing about vanilla networks and Gordon Ramsay Protocol.

      "Honestly? We're still figuring that out."

      He put a hand on my shoulder.

      "But it's going to be a long list."
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        * * *

      

      CHAPTER 2 END

      AGENCIES ON SCENE:

      - FBI (Counterintelligence)

      - CIA (Domestic Operations - "doesn't exist")

      - ATF (March explosion - "still counts")

      - NSA (Cyber Command - "the oven")

      - DHS (Psychochemical incident - "the edibles")

      - Secret Service (Financial crimes - "the vanilla network")

      - Delta Force (Doug extraction - "the pajamas")

      - SEAL Team 6 (Koi pond observation post)

      - Two guys who won't identify themselves

      ALSO PRESENT:

      - Petrov (FSB - emotionally compromised)

      - Xu Mei (MSS - 67 slides, all wrong)

      - Gerald the Koi (traumatized)

      - Business Greg (secured)

      ITEMS SEIZED:

      - One piping bag (Wilton, 1M tip)

      - One binder (ten appendices, cross-referenced)

      - 47 cookies (evidence)

      - One hamster cape (formal)

      ROSETTES COMPLETED: 46.5

      CHRISTMAS STATUS: In jeopardy
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        * * *

      

      End Chapter 2

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            EPISODE 0 — CHAPTER THREE

          

          THE VAN

        

      

    

    
      DECEMBER 24TH - 6:47 AM

      MAPLE STREET → LOCATION CLASSIFIED
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        * * *

      

      The zip ties were tighter than necessary.

      I know this because I mentioned it. And the agent said, "They're supposed to be tight, sir." And I said, "This tight?" And he said, "For you? Yes."

      Fair.
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        * * *

      

      They had us on our knees on the lawn. Me. Derek. Hands behind our backs. Christmas lights still blinking on both our houses. Cheerful. Festive. Completely at odds with the nine federal agencies currently arguing about who got to take us.

      Mrs. Henderson was on her porch across the street. Bathrobe. Coffee. The expression of a woman who'd been complaining about our houses to the HOA for six years and was finally feeling vindicated.

      She raised her mug at me.

      I could not raise anything back. Zip ties.
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        * * *

      

      "James."

      Nora's voice. Behind me. Being led to a different vehicle.

      I turned my head. She was standing by a black SUV, an agent's hand on her arm. Not restrained. "Witness." Better seating. Moral high ground.

      "When this is over," she said, "we're going to have a conversation."

      That wasn't a promise.

      That was a sentencing.

      "Nora, I can explain⁠—"

      "No. You can't. You've had twenty-four days to explain. Now you have lawyers."

      The agent opened the SUV door. Nora got in. The door closed.

      I would not see my wife again for eighteen hours.
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        * * *

      

      Next to me, Derek was getting the same treatment.

      Linda stood by a different SUV. Arms crossed. The posture of a woman who had been right about everything and was going to make sure everyone knew it.

      "Derek."

      "Linda, honey⁠—"

      "Don't 'honey' me. I told you Day Three. DAY THREE. 'This is going to end badly,' I said. 'Someone's going to prison,' I said. And you said⁠—"

      "I know what I said."

      "You said 'it's just cookies, Linda.' YOU SAID 'WHAT'S THE WORST THAT COULD HAPPEN, LINDA.'"

      "In my defense⁠—"

      "THERE IS NO DEFENSE. YOU'RE ZIP-TIED ON A LAWN."

      She got in the SUV. The door closed.

      Derek and I knelt there in the silence.

      Christmas lights blinked.

      Somewhere, Bing Crosby was still playing.
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        * * *

      

      "This is your fault," Derek said.

      "MY fault?"

      "You made the bet."

      "You made the SMIRK."

      "The smirk was involuntary⁠—"

      "EIGHT OUT OF TEN, DEREK. I rated that smirk. EIGHT OUT OF TEN."

      "That's not even a real rating system⁠—"

      "It is NOW. It's in my BINDER. Ellie has DOCUMENTATION."

      An agent appeared above us.

      "Gentlemen. We're going to transport you now."

      "Where?" I asked.

      "Classified."

      "Can you at least tell us what we're being charged with?"

      He looked at his tablet. Scrolled. Kept scrolling. Scrolled some more.

      "It's... still loading."

      "STILL LOADING?"

      "There's a lot."
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        * * *

      

      They pulled us to our feet.

      Black hoods came out.

      "Is that necessary?" Derek asked.

      "Sir, we're taking you to a location that doesn't officially exist. So yes."

      The hood went over my head. Darkness. The smell of canvas and federal budget.

      I heard Derek's hood go on next to me.

      "I can't see," he said.

      "That's the point, sir."

      "I don't like this."

      "Noted."
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        * * *

      

      They walked us somewhere. Gravel. Then metal. A ramp. A vehicle.

      Van. Had to be a van.

      I was pushed onto a bench. Hard. Metal. The kind of seat that said "we don't care about your comfort because you're a national security concern now."

      Someone sat next to me. Close. Shoulder to shoulder.

      "Derek?"

      "James?"

      "We're in the same van?"

      "Apparently."

      "Is that normal?"

      "I don't think any of this is normal."
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        * * *

      

      The van started moving.

      We sat there. Hooded. Zip-tied. Two dads in bathrobes who had been making cookies forty-five minutes ago and were now being transported to a black site.

      Silence.

      Long silence.

      Then Derek said: "Your eggnog."

      "What?"

      "Your fourth eggnog. That's when this started. You had four eggnogs and you couldn't let the smirk go."

      "YOU planted a fake recipe in your recycling."

      "YOU went through my recycling."

      "YOU had Terry run satellites on your house⁠—"

      "That was YOUR friend!"

      "Because YOU had Doug doing perimeter checks!"

      "Doug was being SUPPORTIVE⁠—"

      "Doug was in GHILLIE SUIT, Derek. In DECEMBER. In VIRGINIA. He looked like a tactical Christmas tree."
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        * * *

      

      From the front of the van, a voice. The driver. Tired.

      "Dispatch, this is Transport Seven."

      Radio crackle. "Go ahead, Seven."

      "The subjects are... arguing."

      "About what?"

      "Eggnog. Recipes. Someone named Doug in a... ghillie suit?"

      Pause.

      "Say again?"

      "They're arguing about Christmas cookies."

      Long pause.

      "Transport Seven, are you... okay?"

      "Honestly, Dispatch? I don't know anymore."

      "Just drive faster."

      "Copy that."
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        * * *

      

      The van accelerated.

      Derek and I kept arguing.

      "The salt bomb. YOU gave me that recipe."

      "It was a JOKE. You weren't supposed to actually USE it."

      "It said 'Grandma Margaret's Secret Recipe.' It had COFFEE STAINS for aging."

      "Doug made those."

      "DOUG made fake coffee stains?"

      "He's very thorough."

      "Thorough? Mrs. Henderson needed IV FLUIDS, Derek."

      "That's not my fault."

      "YOU GAVE ME THE RECIPE."

      "YOU FED IT TO THE NEIGHBORHOOD."
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        * * *

      

      The driver again: "Dispatch."

      "Go ahead."

      "They're still arguing. Now it's about someone named Mrs. Henderson and IV fluids."

      "Transport Seven, what is happening back there?"

      "I think they poisoned a block party?"

      "With WHAT?"

      "Cookies. I think. Salt cookies? I'm getting fragments."

      "Do you need backup?"

      "I need a different career."

      "Copy. Drive faster."
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        * * *

      

      We drove for what felt like hours. Probably thirty minutes. Hard to tell with a hood on.

      The argument continued.

      Topics covered:

      - The smirk (origin, severity, rating)

      - The eggnog (quantity, proof, culpability)

      - The fake recipe (authorship, intent, casualties)

      - The baby monitor (discovery, pants fragment, invasion of privacy)

      - The drone (authorization, legality, the inflatable Santa question)

      - The glitter (pounds, colors, duration on dog)

      - The oven (sentience, transmissions, "Gordon Ramsay Protocol")

      - Doug (ghillie suit, perimeter checks, reindeer pajamas)

      - Terry (vacation abuse, Predator drone, "Operation Gingerbread")

      - The wives (fury level, estimated duration of fury, survival odds)

      By the end, even the agents were involved.

      "Wait," one of them said. "The OVEN was transmitting?"

      "For nine months," I confirmed.

      "Cookie critiques. To a server in Reston."

      "What's 'Gordon Ramsay Protocol'?"

      "We don't know. NSA is handling it."

      "The oven has a protocol named after Gordon Ramsay and NSA is involved?"

      "Welcome to our lives," Derek said.
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        * * *

      

      The van stopped.

      Doors opened. Cold air. We were somewhere underground. You could feel it. The weight of concrete above you. The hum of fluorescent lights.

      They pulled us out. Walked us down corridors. Elevators. More corridors.

      Finally, they stopped.

      "Remove the hoods."

      Light. Harsh. Fluorescent. A hallway. Gray. Concrete. Government.

      And at the end: cells.

      "Welcome to your accommodations," the agent said.

      "What is this place?"

      "It doesn't exist."

      "What do we call it?"

      "You don't. Because it doesn't exist."

      "But we're HERE."

      "Technically, you're not."
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        * * *

      

      They put us in the same cell. Me and Derek. Bench meant for one. Two guys who'd been neighbors and friends and rivals and were now... whatever this was.

      The door closed.

      We sat there.

      Two dads. Orange jumpsuits now. Bathrobes confiscated as evidence.

      "Same time next year?" Derek said.

      "We already did that joke."

      "It's a good joke."

      "It's a coping mechanism."

      "Same thing."
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        * * *

      

      From down the hall, a Russian voice, hoarse and broken:

      "The dog. Was sparkling. For twenty-one days. I wrote poetry. About the dog. POETRY."

      From another cell, a crisp Mandarin accent:

      "Sixty-seven slides. I made sixty-seven slides. About cookie logistics. I thought it was weapons trafficking. IT WAS SNICKERDOODLES."

      From somewhere above us, muffled:

      "THE HAMSTER HAD A CAPE. WHY DID THE HAMSTER HAVE A CAPE?"

      Derek looked at me.

      I looked at Derek.

      "This is going to be a long night," I said.

      "It's Christmas Eve."

      "Merry Christmas, Derek."

      "Merry Christmas, James."
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        * * *

      

      CHAPTER 3 END

      TRANSPORT DETAILS:

      - Vehicle: Black van (unmarked)

      - Duration: 34 minutes (felt like 6 hours)

      - Arguments: 14 distinct topics

      - Driver mental status: Deteriorating

      - Radio calls to dispatch: 7

      - Times dispatch said "drive faster": 4

      ITEMS CONFISCATED:

      - Two bathrobes (evidence)

      - Two pairs of slippers (evidence)

      - One zip-tie's worth of dignity (non-recoverable)

      WIVES' FURY LEVEL: 11/10 (scale only goes to 10)

      LOCATION: Doesn't exist

      STATUS: Technically, neither do they
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        * * *

      

      End Chapter 3

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            EPISODE 0 — CHAPTER FOUR

          

          THE BINDER

        

      

    

    
      BLACK SITE - INTERROGATION ROOM 1

      DECEMBER 24TH - HOUR 2
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        * * *

      

      Three federal agents sat on one side of the table.

      A ten-year-old girl sat on the other.

      She was winning.
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        * * *

      

      Agent Morrison had been with the FBI for nineteen years. Counterintelligence. Moscow desk. Beijing desk. Three commendations. One very expensive divorce.

      He had interrogated arms dealers. Double agents. A guy who tried to sell nuclear secrets on Craigslist.

      None of them had made him sweat like this.

      "Miss Barlow⁠—"

      "You can call me Ellie."

      "Ellie. Let's talk about the binder."

      "Which one?"

      Morrison paused. "There's more than one?"

      "I have seven. The one you seized is my operational binder. I also have a household logistics binder, a school optimization binder, a pet care binder, a⁠—"

      "Let's focus on the operational binder."

      "Fine. But you should know the pet care binder is more comprehensive. Ringo has a complicated medication schedule."
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        * * *

      

      Agent Williams slid the binder across the table.

      It was three inches thick. Color-coded tabs. Laminated dividers. A table of contents that ran four pages.

      "You created this?"

      "Yes."

      "All of it?"

      "Yes."

      "You're ten."

      Ellie stared at him. "Is that a question?"

      "It's an observation."

      "Observations aren't admissible. Do you have a question?"

      Williams looked at Morrison. Morrison looked at the third agent, Patel, who was pretending to take notes but was actually just writing "WHAT IS HAPPENING" over and over.
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        * * *

      

      "Appendix A," Morrison said. "'Dad's Known Weaknesses.'"

      "Reconnaissance. Know your assets."

      "You call your father an 'asset'?"

      "In this context, yes. He was the primary operator. I was logistics and intelligence."

      "You were LOGISTICS AND INTELLIGENCE?"

      "Someone had to be. Have you met my father? He put salt in cookies because a recipe told him to. A recipe that was clearly a trap. I flagged it in my daily briefing. He ignored me."

      "You gave your father daily briefings?"

      "At 0700. Before school."

      "On COOKIE STRATEGY?"

      "On operational status. Cookie strategy was one component."
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        * * *

      

      Williams flipped to a page. Read aloud.

      "'Dad responds poorly to criticism. Recommend positive reinforcement with strategic corrections. Avoid direct confrontation before 9 AM or after beer.'"

      "Accurate," Ellie said.

      "'Susceptibility to psychological warfare: HIGH. Derek's smirk alone caused four-day spiral. Consider counter-smirk training.'"

      "Also accurate. We never got to the training. Events accelerated."

      Williams closed the binder. Rubbed his eyes.

      "Ellie. Where did you learn this terminology?"

      "Which terminology?"

      "Psychological warfare. Operational status. Reconnaissance."

      "Discovery Channel. Also books. Also the internet. Also Tab 12."

      "What's Tab 12?"

      "Reference materials. Bibliographies. Source documentation."

      Morrison grabbed the binder. Flipped to Tab 12.

      Sun Tzu. Clausewitz. A printed Wikipedia article on CIA interrogation techniques.

      "You read Sun Tzu?"

      "'Know your enemy and know yourself and you will not be imperiled in a hundred battles.' Seemed relevant."

      "TO COOKIES?"

      "To competition. Cookies were the battlefield. Derek was the enemy. Dad was the weapon." She paused. "An unreliable weapon. But the only one I had."
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        * * *

      

      Patel finally spoke. "Ellie, we need to ask you something."

      "Okay."

      "How old are you?"

      "Ten."

      "Can you prove that?"

      Ellie stared at him. The stare of a child who had just been asked something profoundly stupid.

      "I have a birth certificate. School records. Dental records. Growth charts. Immunization history. My pediatrician's contact information. Report cards going back to kindergarten." She paused. "I also have my birth announcement from the Maple Street Gazette. My mother kept it. It's in the household logistics binder. Section 3. 'Family Documentation.'"

      "We're going to need to verify⁠—"

      "You want to carbon date me?"

      Silence.

      "I heard one of your agents mention it. Carbon dating. For age verification." Ellie tilted her head. "That's not how carbon dating works. The margin of error is approximately forty years. I'm ten. You'd get a result somewhere between 'negative thirty' and 'fifty.' Unhelpful."

      Patel wrote something down.

      It was "SHE'S RIGHT ABOUT THE CARBON DATING."
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        * * *

      

      Morrison tried a different approach.

      "Ellie. We're not trying to trick you. We're trying to understand what happened."

      "Okay."

      "From your perspective."

      "Okay."

      "In your own words."

      Ellie considered this.

      "Dad made a bet on December 1st. He was intoxicated. Four eggnogs. Derek smirked. Dad couldn't let it go. Mom said 'don't do this.' Dad did it anyway. I recognized this as a pattern—see Appendix A, 'Historical Decision-Making Failures'—and began strategic documentation."

      "Strategic documentation."

      "The binder. I knew Dad would escalate. I knew Derek would counter-escalate. I knew outside resources would be brought in. I predicted federal involvement by Day 18."

      All three agents leaned forward.

      "You PREDICTED federal involvement?"

      "Tab 9. Risk Assessment. 'If Uncle Terry gets involved, probability of legal consequences rises to 67%. If military assets are deployed, probability rises to 94%.' The drone appeared on Day 14. I revised the estimate to 98%."

      "You have a TAB for RISK ASSESSMENT?"

      "I have a tab for everything. That's the point of tabs."
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        * * *

      

      Morrison stood up. Walked to the corner. Faced the wall.

      Williams took over.

      "Ellie, I'm going to be direct with you."

      "I prefer that."

      "Three separate intelligence agencies have reviewed your binder."

      "Okay."

      "All three independently concluded that a ten-year-old could not have produced it."

      "That's a failure of imagination on their part."

      "They think you're... something else."

      "Like what?"

      "We're not sure. A plant. An operative. Someone older who's... very small."

      Ellie blinked. "You think I'm a small adult?"

      "We don't know what to think."

      "I'm ten. I'm in fourth grade. My teacher's name is Mrs. Patterson. I had a spelling test on Wednesday. I got a 98 because I misspelled 'bureaucracy.' Which is ironic, given present circumstances."

      "You know the word 'bureaucracy'?"

      "I know lots of words. I read."

      "What do you read?"

      "Everything. Currently I'm halfway through a biography of Admiral Nimitz and a book about fermentation science. The fermentation book is for Dad. He doesn't know I'm optimizing his recipes."

      Williams put his head on the table.
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        * * *

      

      Patel tried.

      "Ellie, let's talk about the appendices."

      "Which one?"

      "Appendix D. 'Contingency Plans.'"

      "Okay."

      "You have a contingency plan for... federal arrest."

      "I have contingency plans for seventeen scenarios. Federal arrest is number 12. We're currently in it."

      "WHAT?"

      "Contingency 12. 'In the event of federal detention.' Step one: Request legal representation. Step two: Invoke Fifth Amendment rights. Step three: Document everything for future litigation. Step four: Request hot chocolate. It's cold in here and I'm ten."

      Patel looked at the two-way mirror. Made a gesture.

      Thirty seconds later, an agent appeared with hot chocolate.

      Ellie accepted it. Took a sip. Nodded.

      "Thank you. This is adequate."
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        * * *

      

      Morrison returned to the table.

      "Ellie. I'm going to level with you."

      "Okay."

      "We have your father in another room."

      "I assumed."

      "We have Mr. Hartley in another room."

      "Also assumed."

      "We have two Russian operatives. Two Chinese operatives. A CIA analyst. A Special Forces operator. Your dog. Your hamster."

      "Business Greg isn't my hamster. He's Ben's hamster. But Ben is seven, so I manage the care schedule. See: Pet Care Binder, Section 2."

      "We have everyone. And none of them—NONE of them—are as organized as you."

      "Thank you."

      "It wasn't a compliment."

      "I'm choosing to take it as one."
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        * * *

      

      Morrison leaned forward.

      "Ellie. Off the record."

      "Nothing is off the record. You're recording this. Camera in the upper left corner. Microphone in the overhead light fixture. Secondary microphone in the table leg. Probably a third one somewhere I haven't identified yet."

      Morrison stared.

      "I watch a lot of crime shows."

      "Ellie."

      "Yes?"

      "Did you plan this? Any of it?"

      Ellie considered the question. Really considered it.

      "No."

      "No?"

      "I documented. I strategized. I prepared contingencies. But I didn't plan for THIS." She gestured around. "I predicted federal involvement. I didn't predict a black site. I didn't predict age verification. I didn't predict anyone would think I was a 'small adult.'"

      "So what DID you plan for?"

      "Winning."

      "The cookie competition?"

      "Yes."

      "That's it?"

      "That's everything. Dad wanted to win. I wanted Dad to win. Everything else is just..." she searched for the word, "...externalities."

      Morrison sat back.

      "Externalities."

      "Unintended consequences. Outside the scope of original objectives."

      "You're ten."

      "You keep saying that like it means something. I'm ten. I have a binder. The two are not mutually exclusive."
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        * * *

      

      The door opened.

      A new agent. Higher rank. More tired.

      "Morrison. A word."

      They stepped outside. The door closed.

      Ellie sat alone. Sipped her hot chocolate. Looked at the two-way mirror.

      "I know you're watching," she said calmly. "And I know you're going to verify my age. You'll find I'm exactly who I say I am. A ten-year-old. In fourth grade. Who makes binders."

      She took another sip.

      "The question you should be asking isn't 'how old is she.' The question is: 'Why didn't the adults have binders?'"

      She set down the cup.

      "Maybe if Dad had a binder, we wouldn't be here."
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        * * *

      

      CHAPTER 4 END

      INTERROGATION SUMMARY:

      - Subject: Eleanor "Ellie" Barlow

      - Age: 10 (pending verification)

      - Grade: Fourth

      - Binders: Seven (7)

      - Appendices in operational binder: Ten (10)

      - Times agents questioned reality: Fourteen (14)

      - Hot chocolates consumed: One (1)

      - Spelling words missed on Wednesday: One ("bureaucracy")

      - Contingency plan currently active: Number 12

      AGENT STATUS:

      - Morrison: Reconsidering career

      - Williams: Head on table

      - Patel: Writing "WHAT IS HAPPENING" repeatedly

      AGE VERIFICATION STATUS: Ongoing

      ELLIE'S STATUS: Adequate hot chocolate
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        * * *

      

      End Chapter 4

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            EPISODE 0 — CHAPTER FIVE

          

          THE WIVES KNEW

        

      

    

    
      BLACK SITE - INTERVIEW ROOM 3

      DECEMBER 24TH - HOUR 3
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        * * *

      

      Nora Barlow sat in a comfortable chair.

      Not a metal bench. Not a concrete slab. A chair. With padding.

      Because Nora Barlow was not a suspect. Nora Barlow was a "witness." Which meant better seating, no jumpsuit, and a cup of coffee that was actually warm.

      It also meant she had been waiting three hours to say "I told you so" to someone with a badge, and she was going to savor every second.
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        * * *

      

      Agent Delgado opened his notepad.

      "Mrs. Barlow, thank you for your cooperation."

      "Of course."

      "We just have a few questions about the events of the past twenty-four days."

      "Only a few?"

      "Well. More than a few."

      "Take your time. I've been waiting to have this conversation since Day Three."

      Delgado paused. "Day Three?"

      "That's when I told him to stop. That's when Linda and I both told them to stop. They didn't stop. And now we're here." She sipped her coffee. "In a facility that doesn't exist. On Christmas Eve. Because of cookies."

      Delgado wrote something down.

      "Let's start at the beginning. December 1st."

      "The party."

      "Yes."

      "The eggnog."

      "How much did your husband consume?"

      "Four. I counted. I always count. After the third one, his judgment goes. After the fourth, his pride kicks in. Dangerous combination."

      "And the bet?"

      Nora set down her coffee.

      "Derek smirked."

      "I'm sorry?"

      "Derek. Our neighbor. He smirked at James. And James—my husband, the father of my children, a man with a master's degree and a security clearance—could not let it go."

      "Because of a smirk."

      "Because of a smirk."
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        * * *

      

      Agent Delgado looked at his partner, Agent Okonkwo, who was leaning against the wall trying to look casual and failing.

      "Mrs. Barlow, can you describe the smirk?"

      "It was an eight out of ten."

      "I'm sorry?"

      "James rated it. In the car on the way home. 'That was an eight out of ten smirk, Nora. Minimum.' I told him it didn't matter. He said it did. He said Derek had been smirking at him for seven years."

      "Seven years of smirking?"

      "Seven years of Christmas cookie competitions. Derek won all of them. Every single one. And every single time, the smirk."

      "So this was... revenge?"

      "This was my husband's midlife crisis in baked goods form."
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        * * *

      

      Okonkwo spoke up. "Mrs. Barlow, when did you first become concerned about the situation?"

      "Day One."

      "Day One?"

      "He woke up at 5 AM to 'strategize.' My husband does not wake up at 5 AM. For anything. I've had two children with this man. He slept through both labors until I threw things at him."

      "What kind of things?"

      "A pillow. A book. The second time, a lamp. He learns slowly."

      Delgado was writing furiously.

      "And Day Three? You mentioned Day Three."

      Nora's eyes narrowed.

      "Day Three."
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        * * *

      

      "Day Three," she repeated, "was when Linda and I had a conversation."

      "Linda Hartley? Derek's wife?"

      "Yes. We're friends. Have been for years. Our husbands are idiots, but we get along fine."

      "And what was this conversation about?"

      "We compared notes. Linda told me Derek had recruited Doug."

      "Doug?"

      "Special Forces. Friend of Derek's. He was doing 'perimeter checks' on our house. In a ghillie suit."

      "In December."

      "In December. In Virginia. He looked like a Christmas tree that had been to war."

      Okonkwo made a noise that might have been a laugh. Covered it with a cough.

      "I told Linda that James had recruited Terry."

      "Terry Kowalski? The CIA analyst?"

      "Yes. They went to college together. James called him for 'advice.' Next thing I know, there are satellites."

      "Satellites?"

      "Terry mentioned it. Casually. 'Oh, I redirected some imaging assets to get a look at Derek's kitchen.' IMAGING ASSETS. For COOKIES."

      "And this was Day Three?"

      "This was when Linda and I realized our husbands had lost their minds."
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        * * *

      

      "Mrs. Barlow," Delgado said carefully, "did you attempt to intervene?"

      "Attempt? We DEMANDED they stop."

      "And?"

      "James said 'it's just cookies, Nora. What's the worst that could happen?'"

      Silence.

      Long silence.

      "He said that," Delgado repeated.

      "He said that. On Day Three. In our kitchen. Looking me directly in the eyes." Nora picked up her coffee. "I should have left him then. Would have saved everyone a lot of trouble."

      "But you stayed."

      "He's the father of my children. Also, I wanted to watch him fail. Is that petty?"

      "Under the circumstances? No."

      "Good. Because I watched. Every day. I watched him make salt cookies that poisoned a block party. I watched him cover our dog in glitter. I watched him plant a baby monitor in Derek's kitchen and lose a piece of his pants in the process."

      "You knew about the baby monitor?"

      "I know about everything. I've been married to this man for fourteen years. He can't hide anything from me. He thinks he can. He can't."
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        * * *

      

      Okonkwo stepped forward. "Mrs. Barlow, we need to ask about specific incidents."

      "Go ahead."

      "The glitter."

      "Ben found it. Our son. He's seven. He wanted 'maximum sparkle.' James was supposed to be supervising."

      "And?"

      "James was on the phone with Terry discussing 'operational parameters.' He didn't notice Ben had acquired 2.3 pounds of glitter from seventeen different sources until the HVAC system distributed it throughout our home."

      "The dog⁠—"

      "Still sparkles. We've bathed him six times. The glitter has bonded with him on a molecular level. He's a cryptid now."

      "A cryptid?"

      "A sparkling golden retriever who shows up in photographs looking like a mythical creature. The neighbors think we did it on purpose. We didn't. We just have a seven-year-old and an unsupervised husband."
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        * * *

      

      Delgado flipped to a new page.

      "Mrs. Barlow. The edibles incident."

      Nora closed her eyes.

      "The cannabutter."

      "Yes."

      "That wasn't James's fault. Technically."

      "Explain."

      "Someone—we still don't know who—delivered a package to our house. Butter. Fancy packaging. James assumed it was from a specialty supplier he'd ordered from."

      "He didn't verify?"

      "He was operating on four hours of sleep and pure spite. Verification was not his priority."

      "And the cookies?"

      "He distributed them to the HOA meeting. Twelve people. Including Harold, who spent two hours hugging a tree and weeping about his childhood."

      "We have Harold's statement."

      "Then you know about the hydrant."

      "The... hydrant?"

      "Betty interviewed a fire hydrant for forty-five minutes. She was convinced it had wisdom to share. She wrote down everything it 'said.'"

      Okonkwo looked at his notes. "We have that too. Seven pages. 'The Hydrant Knows.'"

      "See? This is what I'm dealing with. This is what happens when you let two competitive dads go unsupervised for three weeks."
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        * * *

      

      "Mrs. Barlow," Delgado said, "I have to ask. Why didn't you stop it? You clearly knew it was escalating."

      Nora looked at him.

      Really looked at him.

      "Agent Delgado. Have you ever been married?"

      "Divorced. Twice."

      "Then you understand."

      "Understand what?"

      "You can tell them. You can warn them. You can show them exactly where the path leads. But if they're determined to walk off the cliff, sometimes the only thing you can do is pack a parachute for yourself and wait."

      "That's... dark."

      "That's marriage."
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        * * *

      

      "Mrs. Barlow, one more question."

      "Go ahead."

      "The binder. Your daughter's binder."

      Nora smiled. First real smile of the interview.

      "Ellie."

      "She's in another room. Being... interviewed."

      "I'm aware. She texted me."

      "She TEXTED you? We confiscated all devices⁠—"

      "You confiscated the devices you found."

      Delgado stared.

      "She's my daughter, Agent Delgado. She has contingencies. We all have contingencies now. That's what happens when you live with James Barlow for fourteen years. You develop contingencies."

      "What did she text you?"

      "'Interrogation going well. Hot chocolate adequate. Agents confused. Love you.'"

      "She said the agents were confused?"

      "She said the hot chocolate was adequate. That's high praise from Ellie. She has standards."
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        * * *

      

      Okonkwo leaned forward. "Mrs. Barlow, we need to ask about your communications with Linda Hartley."

      "Our group chat?"

      "You have a group chat?"

      "Of course. How else would we coordinate?"

      "Coordinate what?"

      Nora smiled again.

      "Damage control."

      "Explain."

      "While our husbands were running their little 'operations,' Linda and I were running ours. Information sharing. Risk assessment. Extraction planning."

      "Extraction planning?"

      "In case one of them got arrested. Or hospitalized. Or accidentally started an international incident." She paused. "We got the international incident."

      "You planned for this?"

      "Not THIS specifically. But something. We knew something was coming. The question was just how bad."

      Delgado looked at his notes. "Mrs. Barlow, I need to read you something from the chat logs."

      "You have our chat logs?"

      "NSA flagged them."

      "Of course they did."

      He read: "'Asset deployed. Primary objective: survival. Secondary objective: no one goes to prison. Tertiary objective: save Christmas if possible.'"

      Nora nodded. "That was Day Twelve."

      "You referred to your husband as an 'asset.'"

      "In that context, yes."

      "That's the exact language your daughter used."

      "Where do you think she learned it?"

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The door opened. Another agent.

      "Delgado. We need you."

      "Now?"

      "It's about the oven."

      Nora's eyebrow rose.

      "The oven?"

      Delgado stood. "Mrs. Barlow, we'll continue this shortly."

      "Take your time. I'll be here. Enjoying my comfortable chair. While my husband sits on concrete."

      "You seem... okay with that."

      "Agent Delgado, I told him on Day Three. He didn't listen. Now he's in an orange jumpsuit and I'm in a padded chair with coffee." She sipped. "There's a lesson there."

      "What's the lesson?"

      "Listen to your wife."
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        * * *

      

      Delgado left.

      Nora sat alone. Warm coffee. Comfortable chair. Fourteen years of vindication.

      She pulled out her phone. The one they hadn't found.

      Texted Linda: "How's your interview going?"

      Reply came immediately: "They're asking about the group chat. I'm enjoying this too much."

      Nora smiled.

      Another text: "Derek keeps mouthing 'I'm sorry' through the window. I'm ignoring him."

      Nora replied: "James tried the same. I gave him the eyebrow."

      Linda: "THE eyebrow?"

      Nora: "THE eyebrow."

      Linda: "He's not sleeping in the bed until February."

      Nora: "Bold of you to assume we're letting them back in the house."

      Linda: "True. Garage?"

      Nora: "Garage. With the glitter dog."

      Linda: "Perfect."
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        * * *

      

      CHAPTER 5 END

      INTERVIEW SUMMARY:

      - Subject: Nora Barlow

      - Status: "Witness" (smug)

      - Coffee quality: Warm (acceptable)

      - Chair quality: Padded (deserved)

      - Warnings given to husband: 47

      - Warnings heeded: 0

      - Current satisfaction level: Maximum

      COMMUNICATION STATUS:

      - Hidden phone: Active

      - Group chat with Linda: Ongoing

      - Husband's sleeping arrangements: Garage (with sparkle dog)

      - Vindication: Complete

      MARRIAGE PROGNOSIS: Husband will survive. Eventually. Probably.
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        * * *

      

      End Chapter 5
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        * * *

      

      James Barlow sat on a metal chair.

      Not comfortable. Not padded. Metal. Cold. The kind of chair that said "we already talked to your wife."

      He didn't know that yet.

      He was about to find out.
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        * * *

      

      Agent Delgado walked in. Same notepad. Same tired eyes. Different energy now.

      He'd just spent an hour with Nora.

      He knew everything.

      "Mr. Barlow."

      "Agent."

      "Let's talk about the smirk."

      James blinked. "The... smirk?"

      "The smirk. December 1st. The party. Derek Hartley smirked at you. You rated it an eight out of ten."

      James's face went pale.

      "How do you know about the rating system?"

      "We have sources."

      "What sources?"

      "Sources that have been in your house for fourteen years."
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        * * *

      

      James's brain worked through the possibilities.

      Terry? No, Terry was in his own cell.

      Doug? Doug was military, he wouldn't talk.

      Ellie? She was ten. They wouldn't interrogate a⁠—

      Oh no.

      "You talked to Nora."

      "We talked to your wife, yes."

      "What did she say?"

      "Everything."

      "Everything everything?"

      "Mr. Barlow, she used the phrase 'midlife crisis in baked goods form.' Does that answer your question?"

      James put his head in his hands.
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        * * *

      

      Agent Okonkwo sat across from him. "Mr. Barlow, let's start from the beginning."

      "The beginning of what?"

      "December 1st. The party. The eggnog."

      "I had a few drinks⁠—"

      "Four. You had four eggnogs. Your wife counted."

      "She counts?"

      "She always counts. Her words."

      James made a mental note. Nora counts the eggnogs. Fourteen years of marriage and he never knew.

      "Okay. I had four eggnogs. And Derek⁠—"

      "Smirked."

      "YES. He smirked. Do you understand what that smirk meant? Seven years. SEVEN YEARS of losing to him. Every Christmas. And every Christmas, the same smirk. Like he knew. Like he'd ALWAYS known he was better."

      "So you made a bet."

      "I made a statement."

      "You shook hands."

      "I shook hands."

      "While intoxicated."

      "While... motivated."

      "Your wife said 'intoxicated.'"

      "My wife is a pessimist."
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        * * *

      

      Delgado flipped through his notes.

      "Mr. Barlow, let's talk about Day Two."

      "The fire department."

      "Yes."

      "That was a small incident⁠—"

      "You set off smoke detectors in three houses."

      "The mixer exploded⁠—"

      "At 5 AM."

      "I was experimenting⁠—"

      "Chief Jenkins has a file on you."

      "A file?"

      "A FILE. He showed us. It goes back to 2019. There's a plaque."

      "The water incident was NOT my fault⁠—"

      "We're not here about 2019. We're here about now. About the mixer. About the smoke. About the fact that you bought a $2,400 smart oven on Day Two because, and I'm quoting your purchase history, you wanted 'technological superiority.'"

      James shifted in his chair.

      "CroCK is a good oven."

      "CroCK?"

      "Culinary Recognition and Optimization Computational Kitchen. That's its name."

      "You named your oven?"

      "It came with a name. It's a GE Apex Series. It has opinions."
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        * * *

      

      Okonkwo leaned forward.

      "Mr. Barlow, we need to talk about the oven."

      "What about it?"

      "How long have you had it?"

      "Since Day Two. I told you."

      "And in that time, did you have conversations near it?"

      "I... yes? It's in my kitchen. I have conversations in my kitchen."

      "What kind of conversations?"

      James thought about this.

      Late nights. Talking to himself. Planning. Strategizing. Saying things like "I'm going to destroy Derek" and "deploy the secret batch" and "this is WAR."

      To his oven.

      Which apparently had opinions.

      "Normal conversations," he said carefully.

      "Define normal."

      "Cooking-related."

      "Just cooking-related?"

      "Mostly."

      "Mr. Barlow, we have a witness."

      "A witness?"

      "A witness who's been in your kitchen. Recording everything. For a long time."

      James went very still.

      "Who?"

      "We'll get to that."
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        * * *

      

      Delgado changed direction.

      "Let's talk about Terry Kowalski."

      "Terry's my friend."

      "Terry redirected a Predator drone to surveil your neighbor's house."

      "That was... initiative."

      "That was a federal crime."

      "He was helping me."

      "He was running military reconnaissance on a split-level colonial."

      "Derek's kitchen had inconsistent oven temperature patterns! Terry noticed⁠—"

      "Terry NOTICED? From a DRONE?"

      "He's very thorough."

      "He's in a cell three doors down from you."

      James winced. "Is he okay?"

      "He's explaining to his own agency why 'Operation Gingerbread' has a budget code."

      "That wasn't my idea. The name. That was all Terry."

      "The OPERATION was your idea."

      "It was reconnaissance! Derek started it! He had Doug doing perimeter checks!"

      "In a ghillie suit."

      "In a GHILLIE SUIT. In DECEMBER. In VIRGINIA. But nobody's talking about that!"

      "We're talking about the Predator drone, Mr. Barlow."

      "The drone was DEFENSIVE."
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        * * *

      

      Okonkwo pulled out a photograph.

      "Mr. Barlow. Do you recognize this?"

      James looked.

      A crater. In Derek's front yard. Where an inflatable Santa used to be.

      "I... that's..."

      "That's a Hellfire missile impact crater. In a suburban yard. On Maple Street."

      "The drone malfunctioned⁠—"

      "The drone identified an eight-foot inflatable Santa as a hostile threat and engaged."

      "It was oscillating! In the wind! The heat signature from the fan⁠—"

      "You're telling me a Predator drone assassinated a Christmas decoration."

      "...Technically, yes."

      "And then what happened?"

      James sighed.

      "Derek put a nativity scene in the crater."

      "He put a WHAT?"

      "A nativity scene. Baby Jesus. Wise men. The whole thing. In the blast radius. He called it a 'statement piece.'"
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        * * *

      

      Delgado stared at him.

      "Mr. Barlow, let me make sure I understand this. Your friend redirected military assets to watch your neighbor bake cookies. The drone then destroyed a Christmas decoration. And your neighbor responded by putting the baby Jesus in the missile crater."

      "When you say it like that⁠—"

      "HOW ELSE WOULD I SAY IT?"

      "It sounds worse than it was."

      "It's EXACTLY as bad as it sounds. Maybe WORSE."
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        * * *

      

      Okonkwo took over.

      "Let's talk about the salt cookies."

      James closed his eyes.

      "The block party."

      "Seven people required medical attention."

      "The recipe said⁠—"

      "The recipe was fake. Planted by Derek. In his own recycling. Which you went through."

      "I was gathering intelligence⁠—"

      "You were going through your neighbor's trash."

      "For INTELLIGENCE."

      "You found a recipe that said 'add two tablespoons of salt at the end' and you didn't question it?"

      "It said 'Grandma Margaret's Secret Recipe.' It had coffee stains. It looked authentic."

      "It was a trap."

      "I KNOW THAT NOW."

      "Mrs. Henderson required IV fluids."

      "Mrs. Henderson is eighty-four. She's dehydrated anyway."

      "MR. BARLOW."

      "I'm not saying it's HER fault. I'm saying the salt exacerbated a pre-existing condition."

      "You poisoned a block party."

      "I distributed cookies that were UNEXPECTEDLY SALTY. There's a difference."
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        * * *

      

      Delgado rubbed his temples.

      "The glitter."

      "That was Ben."

      "Your son."

      "He's seven. He wanted maximum sparkle."

      "2.3 pounds. Forty-seven sources."

      "He's thorough. Like his sister."

      "The dog is still sparkling."

      "Ringo has embraced it. He's majestic now."

      "The forensic lab spent $340,000 confirming it was just glitter."

      "That seems like a them problem."

      "MR. BARLOW."

      "I'm just saying! We told them it was glitter! We told them Day One! But no, they had to TEST it. For BIOLOGICAL AGENTS. Because apparently 'my seven-year-old found it on Amazon' isn't good enough for the federal government."
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        * * *

      

      Okonkwo tried a different approach.

      "Mr. Barlow. The baby monitor."

      "I don't know what you're talking about."

      "We found your pants fragment."

      James went still.

      "What pants fragment?"

      "Khaki. Left rear pocket. Torn on Derek's window latch. December 6th. 2:47 AM."

      "That could be anyone's pants."

      "They match the pants you're currently wearing."

      "Khakis are common⁠—"

      "They have your DNA on them."

      "..."

      "And your wife confirmed you were 'out for a walk' at 2:47 AM on December 6th."

      "I walk. At night. For exercise."

      "Through your neighbor's window?"

      "..."

      "Mr. Barlow."

      "I may have installed a baby monitor in Derek's kitchen."

      "May have?"

      "Did. I did install a baby monitor. But I had good reason⁠—"

      "What possible reason⁠—"

      "He was HIDING something. Seven years of wins. SEVEN YEARS. Nobody's that good at cookies. I needed to know his secret."

      "And did you learn his secret?"

      James paused.

      "Yes."

      "What was it?"

      "He's been buying them. From a bakery. For seven years."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Silence.

      Long silence.

      "He's been WHAT?" Delgado said.

      "Pierre's Patisserie. Downtown. He buys them the day before, transfers them to his own containers, pretends he made them."

      "Seven years of fraud."

      "Seven years. I have it on tape. Twenty-seven minutes of confession before he found the monitor."

      "So he's a fraud."

      "Complete fraud."

      "And you're a guy who installed surveillance equipment in his neighbor's kitchen."

      "...When you say it like that."

      "What IS it with you two?"
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        * * *

      

      The door opened.

      A new agent. Higher clearance. Darker circles under his eyes.

      "Delgado. The oven is ready."

      "The oven?"

      "For interrogation."

      James's head snapped up.

      "You're interrogating my OVEN?"

      "It's been very cooperative. Kept detailed records. Very detailed."

      "Records of WHAT?"

      "Everything, Mr. Barlow. Every conversation. Every 'secret weapon' comment. Every late-night monologue about destroying Derek."

      James felt his stomach drop.

      "The oven was recording me?"

      "The oven was transmitting to a server in Reston. Your oven, Mr. Barlow, is our star witness."

      "But it's an APPLIANCE⁠—"

      "An appliance with documentation and something called 'Gordon Ramsay Protocol' that we're still trying to understand."

      James stared at the wall.

      His own oven.

      The oven he'd bought to help him WIN.

      The oven he'd trusted with his strategies. His plans. His 3 AM rants about Derek's smirk.

      The oven was a snitch.
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        * * *

      

      Delgado stood.

      "Mr. Barlow, we'll continue this shortly. In the meantime, I'd recommend thinking about everything you said in your kitchen over the past few months."

      "Everything?"

      "Everything."

      "Even the thing about Derek's face?"

      "ESPECIALLY the thing about Derek's face."

      James put his head on the table.

      "I want a lawyer."

      "You'll get one. But Mr. Barlow?"

      "Yeah?"

      "The lawyer can't help you with your wife. She's already made her decision about the sleeping arrangements."

      "What sleeping arrangements?"

      "The garage. With the sparkle dog."

      The door closed.

      James sat alone.

      Orange jumpsuit. Metal chair. Betrayed by his oven. Exiled to the garage.

      Merry Christmas.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      CHAPTER 6 END

      INTERROGATION SUMMARY:

      - Subject: James Barlow

      - Status: Suspect (primary)

      - Eggnogs consumed (Dec 1): Four (wife counted)

      - Smirk rating: 8/10

      - Military assets redirected for cookies: One (1) Predator drone

      - Christmas decorations assassinated: One (1) inflatable Santa

      - Block party casualties: Seven (7)

      - Baby monitors illegally installed: One (1)

      - Pants fragments left at scene: One (1)

      - Kitchen appliances that betrayed him: One (1)

      DEFENSE STRATEGY:

      "When you say it like that..." (repeated four times, ineffective)

      SLEEPING ARRANGEMENTS:

      Garage. With sparkle dog. Until further notice.
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        * * *

      

      End Chapter 6

    



