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Sep 03, 1990 A.D.

The lavish conference room in Vienna was bathed in a soft, golden light, with a long, polished mahogany table stretching out before the distinguished assembly. Nine men, each a titan in his own right, gathered around the table. The world was on the brink of a crisis that defied all explanation, and they had convened to find answers and create solutions.

At the head of the table sat Dr. Aldric Pendrell, the Director of the Unification of Nations for Outer Space Affairs (U.N.O.S.A). He was a man of profound knowledge and unshakable composure, qualities that earned him the respect of world leaders.

To his right, Winston Heathcliffe Wentworth, the Director of the Covert Intelligence Authority (C.I.A.), leaned forward, his sharp eyes fixed on the task before them. 

On Dr. Pendrell's left was Damien H. Thorneley, the Chairman and CEO of Lockmere Enterprises. 

Beside him was Darren G. Parnell, the Chairman and CEO of Aurora Dynamics.

Lieutenant General Hanson M. Sanderson, the Director of the Defense Information Authority (D.I.A.), and Vice Admiral Walter Owen Standish, the Director of the National Signals Authority (N.S.A.), occupied seats further down the line.

At the opposite end of the table, Rick Bryce Chatham, the Secretary of War (SecWar), exuded an air of quiet authority. He had called this meeting, bringing together these influential figures from the intelligence, defense, and technology branches. Also next to him was Dr. Thomas Morning, an esteemed scientist at Nexus for Astronomical and Space Advancements (N.A.S.A.) as the Chief Extraterrestrial Biogeneticist in the Advanced Research Division. 

The final participant in this covert gathering was Cardinal Alessandro Gabriele Santoro, a representative from the Vatican Repository of Arcane Records, known colloquially as “The Entity." His presence served as a reminder that this crisis transcended international boundaries and realms beyond earthly understanding.

As they engaged in a somber discussion about the inexplicable events unfolding across the United States and the Soviet Union, the tension in the room grew.

Reports had surfaced of nuclear missiles within the U.S. and U.S.S.R. mysteriously melting down, rendering them inert. This attack neutralized their self-defense weapons. The implications of this inexplicable phenomenon were both perplexing and terrifying.

As the group delved deeper into their analysis, the heavy door to the conference room swung open, and a Unification of Nations (U.N.) security officer entered. 

"Secretary Sterling has arrived," he announced.

Dr. Pendrell nodded. 

"Send him in."

Matthew Peter Sterling, the U.S. Secretary of the Army (SECARMY), entered the conference room, his footsteps echoing in the hallowed space. His eyes widened as he took in the remarkable assembly of influential individuals. 

SecWar Chatham, his direct superior, gestured for him to come forward.

Dr. Pendrell addressed SECARMY Sterling with a welcoming nod.

"Good to see you, Mr. Secretary. Please, take a seat."

Sterling looked around at the imposing figures surrounding him and settled into an open chair between Cardinal Santoro and Aurora Dynamics CEO, Darren G. Parnell. He couldn't help but feel a sense of unease as if he had stumbled into a clandestine world hidden beneath the veneer of international diplomacy.

Dr. Pendrell spent little time getting to the core of the matter. 

"Secretary Sterling," he began, "do you know why you were brought here today?"

Sterling furrowed his brow, his mind racing. 

"I had thought my scheduled trip was to meet with U.S. European Commander, General James Grafton, in Germany," he admitted. "I arrived at Patch Barracks and was told that the SecWar's office had arranged a private plane to bring me here to Vienna."

Dr. Pendrell nodded solemnly. 

"Your detour, Mr. Secretary, was for something of far greater importance than a routine meeting with General Grafton."

SecWar Chatham leaned forward in his seat.

"Matthew, your trip was never about going to Germany," he stated bluntly. "You're here because we are facing a crisis. It involves events that challenge the very foundations of our conventional understanding of science, technology, and the boundaries of our world. But before we can go any further, we need to get you read on for a classified project."

Secretary Sterling felt a growing sense of foreboding as the room descended into a heavy silence. He took in the international ensemble of participants. Dr. Pendrell and Cardinal Santoro were non-Americans and as far as Sterling was concerned, not accustomed to the intricacies of U.S. top-secret classified programs. They were, however, present at this assembly.

"I understand, Sir," Sterling began cautiously. 

"I would like to know why are we in Vienna, and forgive me,” he gestured to Pendrell and Santoro, “why are the U.N. and the Vatican here? This is highly irregular."

C.I.A. Director Wentworth exchanged a knowing glance with SecWar Chatham before addressing Sterling's concerns. 

"Mr. Secretary," Wentworth began, "THIS goes beyond U.S. top-secret classifications. THIS is much higher and concerns not only our national security but the security of our allies and the world itself. We will need to bring you into a classified program, but before we proceed, you'll be required to sign a Non-Disclosure Agreement.” 

“I know I shouldn’t need to say this, but I will. The consequences of disclosing what you learn here are grave, extending far beyond disciplinary action and legal penalties."

Sterling, a patriot through and through, nodded firmly. 

"You have my utmost discretion," he affirmed.

Chatham acknowledged Sterling's commitment.

"Thank you, Matthew." 

Dr. Pendrell turned to face Sterling. 

"Now, Mr. Secretary, Director Wentworth will read you onto the program, and then we will discuss what we need from you."

C.I.A. Director Wentworth began a detailed presentation, a massive slide deck on a projector screen that bore classification markings Sterling had never seen before. Each slide was marked "Majestic 12," with other abbreviations such as "MJ-12," and the header and footer of the documents displayed "TOP SECRET//MAJIC EYES ONLY."

Director Wentworth delved into the history, revealing that an executive order of President Thorne established Majestic 12 on September 24, 1947, A.D. Initially, it had comprised 12 members, hence the name, who were scientists, military leaders, and government officials. These 12 reported directly to the President. However, in the present day, September 3, 1990, A.D., it had evolved into a collective body involving other nations but still spearheaded by the United States. Notably, the U.N. and the Vatican played pivotal roles.

The room's atmosphere grew rigid as Director Wentworth disclosed a chilling piece of history. 

"SecWar Jacob Fairmont," he explained, "one of the founding members of MJ-12, became increasingly disturbed during the project. He was heavily medicated and no longer thinking rationally. Concerns arose that he might leak information about the project. Consequently, President Thorne requested his resignation on March 28, 1949, A.D., so he could receive proper medical care."

Wentworth paused, allowing the severity of the situation to sink in. 

"SecWar Fairmont was admitted to the National Naval Medical Center in Bethesda, Maryland, and diagnosed with severe depression. His regrets about his involvement in the organization and his mental state were becoming evident. Our predecessors made the decision to place him on the 16th floor for further treatment, and on the morning of May 22, 1949, A.D., he was found dead, having jumped from a window. It was reported as a suicide, of course."

The room remained silent, the weight of this revelation already known by everyone present except Sterling. 

C.I.A. Director Wentworth's message was clear: the secrets held by Majestic 12 were so profound, and the consequences of their exposure so dire that members would be terminated if the information was exposed.

Secretary Sterling nodded solemnly. 

"I understand," he murmured, acutely aware that after taking this path there would be no going back.

C.I.A. Director Wentworth continued his briefing. 

"Now, this organization, Majestic 12, deals with paranormal and extraterrestrial affairs and other threats that transcend conventional understanding. MJ-12 serves as an international security council for these enigmatic issues. Currently, there are 32 members in this committee, and today, you, Mr. Secretary, will become the 33rd to fill the recent vacancy. As a member, you will oversee a highly specialized team within the United States Army. The team will be known as Task Force Pegasus." 

Director Wentworth continued. 

"Task Force Pegasus will operate under the highest levels of secrecy. They will report directly to you, Mr. Secretary, as a member of this governing body, with lateral communication channels connecting them to the C.I.A. under my direction. Their mission: to identify, analyze, and, when necessary, neutralize any paranormal or extraterrestrial threats within the United States and around the world."

The implications of this operation were profound, and Secretary Sterling could only nod his head.

"We do have other task forces dedicated to similar endeavors," Director Wentworth added, "but Task Force Pegasus will primarily operate within the United States, safeguarding our homeland from the unknown. They will replace the former Task Force Paladin which was decommissioned, and you will replace their previous handler."

Director Wentworth handed Sterling the dossiers for the members of this unique task force; each handpicked for their exceptional skills and qualifications. 

Sterling looked at the first dossier as Wentworth commented.

"Your team leader," Director Wentworth announced, "Major Jack Arthur Wallace Sr. He comes highly recommended, with extensive experience in special operations and investigations. He also served as a former C.I.D. detachment commander. Major Wallace will be reporting directly to you, Mr. Secretary. His leadership skills, strategic thinking, and combat prowess make him the ideal leader for Task Force Pegasus."

Sterling nodded his head and read the remaining members of the task force.

Captain Jackson "Steel" Bennett: Executive Officer

Expertise: Special Ops/Recon/Asymmetric Warfare

Dr. James Reynolds: Intelligence Analyst: 

Expertise: Cryptography/Data Analysis

Dr. Kerry Ellis: Zoologist

Expertise: Cryptozoology/Marine Biology/Biophysics/Astrophysics

Captain Lisa Jacobs: Medical Officer

Expertise: Biomedical Engineering/Psychology/Medicine

Master Sergeant Alex “Razor” Turner: Senior Enlisted Advisor and Technical Specialist

Expertise: Advanced Equipment Operator

Sergeant First Class David "Blowtorch" Johnson: Demolition Expert

Expertise: Explosives/Sabotage

Sergeant First Class Martin "Eagle Eye" Rodriguez: Surveillance Expert

Expertise: Electronic Surveillance/Recon

Staff Sergeant Jason "Sleuth" Parker: Field Investigator

Expertise: Forensic Analysis/CSI

Staff Sergeant Ethan "Gizmo" Patel: Cybersecurity Expert

Expertise: Information Technology

Secretary Sterling read intently, recognizing that this team was not just a collection of skilled individuals but a well-rounded, highly trained unit, prepared to face the most extraordinary challenges.

Director Wentworth concluded the briefing with a clear directive. 

"Every member of this team has undergone Pathfinder, Airborne, S.E.R.E., Sniper, H.A.L.O. and Ranger school as well as the Q. Course before their selection. They have all been previous Tier One Assets," he explained. "They are ready, Mr. Secretary. You will assemble them and have them report to Mercator Air Force Base in two weeks. You will also receive classified dossiers on their cases to familiarize yourself with their expertise and past missions."

Secretary Sterling nodded in acknowledgment, his mind racing with the immense responsibility ahead. He saw Director Wentworth’s hand stretch outward in his direction.

Secretary Sterling stared at it for a moment before taking it quickly and nodding his head.

Director Wentworth then gestured to Sterling to take the dossiers.

"Welcome Matthew. You are now the operational handler for Task Force Pegasus, 6TH SFOD-F MAJIC, 6TH Special Forces Operational Detachment Foxtrot, Majestic.” 

Secretary Sterling exhaled slowly as he reached for the dossiers.

SecWar Chatham smiled as he looked over to Sterling.

“Any questions?"
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ARCANI REVELATI

“Secrets Revealed”
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Final Day for the Paradigm of Normalcy

"There will come a time, my son, when you realize all your hopes and dreams... were nothing but artificial fantasies. You will awaken to the harshness of the real world. It is dark, it is cold, and it is unforgiving. Your realization will likely not arrive in the course of years but overnight. In an instant. As was mine. When that time comes, remember these sacred duties. Remember what fathers do. They protect their family from harm. Remember what leaders do. They guide and inspire their troops. Remember what men do. They show courage in the face of fear. Lastly, remember this phrase I have often used to maintain my focus through my trials and tribulations. All That I Can, I Will. I may not always be present with you, but I will always do my best to protect you. 08/26/01"

P.S. Always be the Lion, and let them Hear you Roar.

- Jack Arthur Wallace Sr.

Colonel, U.S. Army

Dec 06, 2024 A.D. 

Jack recalled his father's last letter to him before he died when he was just 13. Jack remembered like it was yesterday, September 14th, 2001 A.D. Two Army personnel in their dress uniforms arrived at the front door. They told Jack's mother that he was killed in an accidental crash. He was temporarily stationed in Argentina when he received orders from the Paragon Command Center to return stateside. The Gulfstream V C37A he was aboard experienced critical in-flight issues shortly after takeoff. Despite the crew's efforts to rectify the sudden mechanical failures, the situation rapidly deteriorated. Tragically, the aircraft lost altitude and crashed into the ocean, leaving no survivors. 

Jack had always feared his father would one day never return. Jack Sr. spent most of Jack and his sibling's childhood away on military duty, mainly at the Paragon Command Center. Growing resentful and angry over the years, he didn't understand why his father didn't want to spend more time at home with his family. Jack blamed his father being away as the reason he died.

With a deep breath, Jack blinked his eyes and found himself in the present moment, the familiar surroundings of his current reality coming back into focus. He stared at his boys sleeping in their room while his wife, Amanda, stood beside him. 

"They look so peaceful," Jack said.

"The boys sleep well because they know they are safe and loved," Amanda said with comfort while kissing her husband on the cheek.

Jack had read them each a book before they went to bed and said their prayers with them. He was glad he was a present father and spent every available minute with his sons. Quite the opposite of how Jack felt his father was with him. He kissed his wife back, and she squeezed his hand. 

Amanda looked at her husband as if she could read his thoughts.

"You are a great father, and the boys know it. Now, how about that movie night you promised me."

As the movie's ending credits finished, Amanda took her head off her husband's shoulder and yawned while stretching her arms. 

After turning off the television, Jack smiled from his seat on the couch next to Amanda. 

"I gotta say. It doesn't matter how many times I watch that movie. I always notice something different that makes me deeply moved by their sacrifice." 

Jack and Amanda finished watching The Alamo, starring John Wayne, one of their favorites. 

Amanda looked up affectionately. 

"You are an emotional sucker for these kinds of movies, my love. If you had the opportunity, I know you would want to jump into a time-traveling machine and stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Davy Crockett." 

Amanda looked over at Jack, who was raising his eyebrows with a smile.

Amanda held up her hands while chuckling.

"I'm sorry I forgot. He didn't like being called Davy. David Crockett.”

Amanda enjoyed "The Alamo," not only because it was an excellent film but also because of the effect it would have on her husband. Jack would feed off the emotional motivation and inspiration, which could carry him for days. Whether it was a great novel or film, he would absorb all the best parts, which allowed him to focus. 

Jack would be able to see himself in the noble heroes he admired. He was always in awe of these selfless characters, always willing to pay the ultimate price for their beliefs. It was one of the reasons Amanda fell in love with him. 

Jack stood and bent over, facing his wife as he kissed her.

"You are not wrong, but you would be a widow if I made such a foolish choice." Jack joked. "Thank you for enduring that movie with me for the hundredth time. It is your turn to pick tomorrow." 

As Jack broke the embrace, he could smell the beautiful fragrance of Amanda's hair. He touched her cheek while her dark brown curly hair intertwined around his fingers. 

"You underestimate yourself, Jack Wallace. I bet Texas would have held the Alamo if you were present," she flattered. "You are a charismatic, confident, strong leader, and you have that quality that your friends describe of you. I always forget the word. That Roman virtue. What is it? Having the right amount of seriousness in a situation. Come on, you know what it is."

"Gravitas," Jack said, feeling embarrassed.

"Yes, gravitas. You can always weigh a decision and have a sense of personal responsibility. Without fail, committed to the task. You see it to the end despite the outcome. And may I add someone strikingly handsome if I say so myself?"

Jack laughed. 

"I don't think personal looks mattered much on the walls of the Alamo, sweetheart."

"It would have worked on me if I was attacking," she said with a mischievous smile.

"If you, my dear wife, were there at the Alamo, I would have had to beat all your Mexican brethren away from wanting to abandon the war and marry you," Jack laughed while admiring his beautiful wife. 

Amanda, 32, was of Mexican descent, but those who spoke to her on the phone couldn't tell. Her voice was all Texan. Her parents were both born in the United States, as were her grandparents and so on, dating back to the Battle of the Alamo. Her complexion was between a light to medium shade of brown, reflecting the spectrum of warm skin tones. Her eyes were a rich, radiant, and inviting dark brown. She had a heart-shaped face with high cheekbones and a slender body. 

Despite most women of Mexican culture being shorter on average, she stood at 5'6, which she likely received from her father's side of the family, which had a splash of Irish heritage from a great-grandmother. Her father, Rick, was 6'4, and his father was 6'5. 

Amanda smiled while punching him in the arm for the joke and started snickering. 

"Watch it, half-breed. They are your brethren as well."

He held up his hands in surrender. 

"You are right, a thousand apologies, my lady," he joked. 

Like Amanda, Jack's mother, Diane, was also of Mexican descent, and Diane's parents came from Mexico. Still, despite this, Jack took after his father in physical appearance who was of Scottish descent. Jack was fair-skinned with light brown hair, tall in stature, and had a large muscular build. He did get his mother's Hazel eyes but not her shorter height at 5'5. When he grew his beard out, as it was now, it would turn from brown to red as it grew in thickness.

Jack held out his hand to help his wife from the couch and said goodnight as she went upstairs. He would spend the rest of the night before sleeping in his office, conducting research, and hopefully playing some competitive online chess.

The room was completely dark except for the laptop screen's light and an external monitor sitting on the wooden desk in the office. Jack Arthur Wallace II, 36, a former Army active-duty Sergeant First Class with over eight years of overt and clandestine experience, sat on his metal folding chair in front of the computer. He didn't care for the metal folding chair, which was very uncomfortable. However, he believed the discomfort from the chair would never allow him to relax, which would increase his focus. At least that was his excuse for not purchasing a nicer chair. 

Jack's eyes scanned articles and periodically paused to watch videos from social media platforms. Sitting on his desk was a large cup of black coffee, and in one of his several notebooks, he would write his journal entries, ideas, and thoughts. When he was younger, he was not a natural note-taker and had to spend a lot of time forcing himself to take on the valuable custom. The repetition of this over and over allowed him to acquire the habit that he had put into practice nowadays.

Being a paranoid person since Jack's days doing surveillance in the military as well as being a former private investigator, he would worry about the idea that someone was able to view him on his phone or computer. He had been around computers most of his adult life but was far removed from understanding the complexities of how to protect and encrypt his identity online. Because of this, he settled with the most obvious solution, in his opinion, by always covering the camera.

Jack had never been particularly interested in delving into advanced technology and how computers are programmed, much less manipulated or hacked. During his time in the military, he felt that as long as he could write his intelligence reports and master Microsoft Office, he would be alright. 

Being an interrogator and source operator in the intelligence community, Jack's discipline was the one collection element that relied on human interaction. This discipline contrasted with most of the other technological collection apparatuses. Most military intelligence gathering disciplines relied on systems, programs, and equipment to collect intelligence such as TRANSINT, Transmission Intelligence, and TERGINT, Terrestrial Geospatial Intelligence, etc... 

Jack's particular trade was Human Element Intelligence (HUMELINT). HUMELINT relied primarily on gathering information from human sources through espionage, surveillance, interrogation, and source meetings. However, since getting out of the military, he regretted not making better relationships with the other intelligence disciplines. At the very least, he should have sat down with a friend who understood information technology much better than he did.

In many ways, he was worried he had made an unwise decision to get out of the military. Jack Wallace was the most successful interrogator and source operator since the invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq in the early 2000s. He had an uncanny ability to discern truthfulness from deceit. He would say it was supernatural if he didn't know any better. A sixth sense. When he could see or hear someone speaking, he could judge deception. Jack's mother would humor him and say his conscience was helping him detect lies. 

Jack had a promising career and always believed he would retire from the military, but after three deployments in eight years, he couldn't take the stress. He would get nasty headaches when conducting interrogations. He could shake them off most of the time. He began to notice them when he was young, not yet a teenager. Jack's mother had taken her son to several doctors who had attempted to diagnose him, but they never knew the reason for the headaches. 

When he joined the military, his headaches amplified. They would become very painful at times when in the interrogation booth. When Jack was on the ground conducting an operation with his support infantry unit, he surprisingly had no issues. 

Regardless, the more successful and renowned Jack became in the military, the worse his headaches would get. After his last deployment, instead of reenlisting, he decided to get out of the military for his mental health. His headaches still came now and then, but not nearly as bad as they were when conducting interrogations.

Jack gazed at the computer screen, wondering if it would be worth researching late. Many times, he wondered why he was researching at all. Why was he using valuable time investigating the darkness the world held when he was but an insect in the larger scheme of things. Nevertheless, he was obsessed with it. IT being knowledge. Knowledge of the world's plan for humanity now that he felt his eyes had been opened throughout the years.

Jack unlocked his phone and opened his chess application. He started a three-minute Blitz match. The nation's flag on the top right of the screen showed that his opponent's nationality was Russian. The opponent's username was ProdigiousRook88. 

Jack recognized him right away, Viktor Ivanovich Petrovsky. Jack had played him twice before, and they split both matches. Petrovsky was a Russian Grandmaster with a FIDE score of 2610. Jack's score was 2602, but he did not hold any titles as he never played in tournaments. He historically had a lot of difficulty with Russian players, and not surprisingly, as there were many chess grandmasters of Russian descent. 

Jack possessed a deep passion for strategy and, more specifically, the game of chess. He viewed it as an extension of his calculating mindset, which he honed while learning in the military and even as a young teenager. He may have left the military, but he continued his captivating pursuit for continued exploration of the principles of strategy and tactical thinking. He was not only a strategic enthusiast but a dedicated student of the game. For him, chess provided a means to channel his mental acumen and embrace cerebral challenges he had previously thrived on during his military career. 

The timer for the match began with the Russian player opening with the traditional 1E4, a great move with a lot of attacking potential. Jack was still determining having only played him twice previously but felt this Russian player, much like his fellow citizens, was an aggressive opponent. Jack responded with the Sicilian Defense, opting for the Najdorf Variation. The Russian tried to create an imbalance on the board by launching a series of tactical attacks. The American remained calm and composed, skillfully neutralizing each threat. 

The American massed his pieces in specific coordination, creating a solid defense. He hoped he could keep it impenetrable while he mounted his own series of attacks. The Russian attempted to exchange minor pieces while maneuvering his significant ones. The American's defensive prowess was becoming more evident with the Russian's frustrating attempts to break through the American's defensive line. The match was reaching a critical stage when the Russian feeling the pressure of the clock, tried to force a breakthrough move and a daring sacrifice. The American anticipated the move and calculated a stunning counterstrike, hoping to seal his victory. 

In what Jack considered a breathtaking moment, he sacrificed his bishop to expose the Russian's king. The move made the Russian dumbfounded. The American's position tilted in his favor as he executed a brilliant combination involving precision moves. The American's unrelenting barrage led to a devastating checkmate. He sent a private message to the Russian. 

"Khoroshaya Igra," which translates to good game in English.

Jack closed the app. He opted for only one match tonight as he was growing tired, which would affect his mental faculties if he attempted a second match. 

Refocusing his attention, he knew no matter how late he stayed up; he would rise before six in the morning to conduct his regular workout routine. He used to pride himself on being part of the 5:00 AM club, but with two energetic boys wanting to spend every moment with him once they got out of school, he found himself requiring more sleep. 

He settled nowadays for waking up at 5:50 AM. and getting to the gym around 6:30 AM. He had expected to spend the later hours of the evening mired in conspiracy stories as he usually did after putting his children to bed, followed by watching an old western or sci-fi film with his wife, but when Jack heard an alert on his phone, he looked away from the computer screen to reach for the mobile device. 

The notification sound of the alert was particularly specific, and Jack knew it meant that he received a message from Prometheus. He didn't realize that this simple message would bear the power to unravel the fabric of his existence. This message would forever shatter the illusion of what he believed to be his once-ordinary life.
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Prometheus

“There is no torture, no ingenuity, by which Zeus can persuade me to reveal my secret, till the injury of these bonds is loosed from me.”

- Prometheus

Dec 07, 2024 A.D.

Prometheus was the name of a secure messaging application. Jack only had nine contacts on the Prometheus app, five of whom were in a friend's group that they used to share articles and information regularly. The other four were old military buddies he still stayed in touch with about what was happening and where they were in various parts of the world. 

Abel was still active in the military and now a battalion Command Sergeant Major stationed at Fort Montara in Arizona. Demarcus and Jeffrey were both stationed overseas in Germany. Riley had left the Army only a year after Jack and moved to North Dakota to join the oilfield. He wished they were still in Texas and could be part of the group.

Jack looked at the clock on his phone. It showed 12:01 AM. It was now Saturday, December 07, 2024 A.D. He expected the message to be from one of his five friends who lived locally. He assumed the notification would be from either John or Deran. Dominic, Benjamin, and Paul rarely participated in group messages after midnight. 

As Jack wondered who in the group would have sent the message, he pondered how lucky he was to have found such a talented group of like-minded friends and successfully joined them together. 

Dominic Smith, 36, had been Jack's closest friend since kindergarten, and they knew more about each other than their own brothers. He and Dominic had a remarkably close bond, and despite many years with Jack spent overseas in the military, they could always pick up where they left off. 

Deran Martin, 36, was Jack's cousin, and they had grown up together and spent a lot of time outdoors on their grandparents' ranch. Deran was his primary workout partner and never lacked motivation or the ability to inspire others. 

Benjamin Ramirez, 37, was the only one among the group that was not a native Texan. He was born in Los Angeles, California, and would consistently be the lone wolf when arguments arose between Texas and California rivalry. Benjamin was also a former Army interrogator like Jack and had settled down in San Antonio shortly after he left the military in 2014. 

Paul Williams, 39, the eldest of the group, grew up in East Texas and had a thick Louisiana accent despite being born in Beaumont, Texas. Paul was a former Army Infantry Ranger in the same battlefield reconnaissance brigade as Jack and Benjamin during their two Afghanistan deployments. 

John Grabowski, 35, was the newest member of Jack's inner circle of friends, and they had met when Jack was hired at Golden Financial Services Group, or GFSG, in 2016. John was his first supervising manager, but they became close friends after John was promoted to another position. They realized very quickly that they had many of the same interests. 

The six of them, including Jack, had formed an information-sharing group or "Club," as they referred to it. The club was called "The Order of the Texas Knights." 

Initially, they started it to help each other train and share information. However, with the political winds in the country blowing in a foul direction more and more, they understood it would be necessary to have the club in the event something significant ever happened. He and his friends founded the club in 2016. 

Jack's younger brother, David, 30, was part of the club back then. They were known as the "Founding Seven". David Jacob Wallace was six years younger than his elder brother. He mainly joined it to be around his older brother instead of taking the club's purpose seriously. It wasn't, however, for lack of skills or physical prowess. David was an inch shorter than Jack at 6'1, but had about thirty additional pounds on him, primarily muscle. He was built and moved like a wrecking ball. He was very powerful and extremely quick for his size. He was a handful for anyone in the club during their combat drill simulations and mixed martial arts training. 

David, while fair-complected like Jack, mostly took after their mother, Diane Guerra Wallace, in facial appearance. However, David's hair was light brown to match his eyes, whereas Diane had very dark brown hair. 

David would keep a clean-shaven face because of his employment in construction and the oil field, as facial hair posed a safety risk when wearing specific equipment.

Unfortunately, David left the club after a year as he could only commit to some events and rarely interacted with the group messages. 

On several occasions since, Jack tried to bring his brother back into the fold, but David would say he did not deserve to be part of the club as a part-timer, which Jack understood. David joked that the club would oust Jack as president for showing that sort of nepotism. 

Refocusing on what lay before him, Jack remembered the Prometheus app. He looked back at the message he received. He entered a passcode and watched the application open to an anonymous message, feeling perplexed. This was the first time he had received a message from anyone other than those stored as contacts among his friends, much less an anonymous message. He sat puzzled yet interested in the mysterious message in his inbox. The Prometheus app was well known for ensuring AI bots and spam were filtered out, which added to the confusion. 

"It must be a legitimate message," he thought. 

Jack clicked on the notification, which opened into the larger box with the entire communication and the timer at the bottom of the screen showing the message would self-destruct. 

This self-destruction ability was common in Prometheus, which was widely used by investigative journalists, corporate security, and even government agencies in sharing information and keeping prying eyes away. The club enjoyed this feature despite their unfounded paranoia. 

Jack always thought the name Prometheus for the application was very fitting, knowing the Greek mythology of the clever Titan. Prometheus, the son of two Titans, Iapetus and Clymene, possessed great intelligence and foresight, allowing him to outwit Zeus, the king of the Olympian gods. Prometheus' cleverness in tricking Zeus made it possible for mortal humans to survive. Prometheus gifted the humans fire to survive which he stole from the gods. Of course, when Zeus discovered he was fooled, he had Prometheus chained to a stone, and an eagle would come and tear out Prometheus' liver and eat it each day. His liver would regenerate every day overnight due to his immortality, which in turn subjected him to the same torment day after day. 

Jack hoped the Prometheus app would not suffer the same fate helping the helpless humans, meaning his club, from the ever-watchful eye of Zeus, meaning the government. The security features had brought peace of mind to them for many years when sharing information, and they hoped it would continue to do so.

The self-destruction timer showed two hours, a standard default for the messenger app. Jack stared at the timer, counting down the seconds, and then looked up to the content of the message, believing it might have been shared anonymously by his more paranoid friend and cousin, Deran. 

Deran sometimes sent individual messages to Jack to avoid embarrassment in the group chat. The embarrassment stemmed from the clowning he would get from some club members, mainly Benjamin, for his conspiracy theories that were even further out than the rest of the club. 

Jack remembered when Deran ran into the clubhouse a few years back, saying he discovered where Lucifer lived. He said he had been following a podcast for several weeks. One of the contributors noted that the reason we don't go to Antarctica is not only because of the Antarctica Treaty signed in 1959 A.D. by 12 nations but because of another treaty that was signed with the evil entity the world knows as Satan: the great deceiver, the Prince of the Earth, and the archnemesis of Jesus Christ. 

Deran said that deep underground in the caverns, well below the ice, is a utopian and beautiful palace where Lucifer, the fallen Archangel who defied God, lives and reigns. He also said that Lucifer summons different heads of state to Antarctica periodically to ensure they spread his message to the masses before he makes himself known as the false savior. 

Deran said Lucifer's message is sent to people through the music and movie industry of Cinema Central. The club agreed with Deran on how Lucifer's messages were used, but the idea that he was walking the Earth and residing in an ice cavern underground sounded absurd. The club and even Jack thought Deran had finally lost it and never to the day had let him live it down. 

Since that outburst, Deran had not stopped his extreme beliefs and investigations but had tempered what he would say to the club. A bit strange and concerning to Jack was that Deran seemed sincere and honest. That worried Jack even more. Still, even when Deran sent Jack an individual message, he would never do so anonymously. 

Jack read the first line of the message. 

Anonymous: "You are on the right path, but you are headed in the wrong direction." 

Jack chuckled, thinking about the first sentence for a moment, believing it to be the perfect fortune cookie phrase for himself, and kept reading, intrigued. 

The message continued. 

Anonymous: "Regrettably, the situation is exacerbated by your conspicuous lack of proficiency in concealing your digital footprint. Everything you have read about a social credit score is real."  

Jack studied and researched the Social Credit System in detail regarding evaluating and quantifying one's social behavior and activities to determine their overall trustworthiness and reliability within a specific society or community. The system, which is only known to be implemented in China, had several initiatives to combine data from various sources, including financial records, voting records, government databases, and surveillance technologies, to generate a social credit score for each citizen. 

Many alternative conservative platforms believed that people with low credit scores would be penalized, discriminated against, and even lose their civil liberties. 

Jack kept reading.

Anonymous: "What you do not know is that this systematic framework is in the United States right now, and you are on the list."

Jack and his friends had not only heard of "the list" but would tally each likely item they believed would make them higher on the hypothetical list. It was mostly said in jest during these times, thinking they would be incredibly low on the totem pole if such a list existed. Exceptionally low compared to the government's political opponents, prominent religious leaders, and alternative media personalities with substantial social platforms. Many of the common elements of being on the list were those individuals with anti-government & conservative views, holding memberships in certain groups such as a local militia & the veteran groups, being weapons owners, and HAM radio license operators. Other ideological views would lower a score, such as being a Christian or even a patriot who believed in the Constitution as much as he would his Bible. 

Jack remembered each time his group of friends tallied the assumed items on the list; he always had the highest count. He no longer found being on "the list" a joke. He was placed into a cold sweat.

As the hairs on Jack's arms began to rise, he contemplated closing the messenger application and contacting his friends individually until someone admitted to the prank, but he didn't. He forced himself to relax, believing it was someone in the club. He had decided he would let the ruse play out. Despite the initial moment of amusement, which turned to shock and then curiosity, this excited him even though he was reasonably sure it wasn't real.

"But what if it is real," he thought to himself.

When Jack was young, the thought of getting a message like this would fulfill his fantasy. Knowing it would never happen, he couldn't help but dream he would one day be the fictitious protagonist. The story's hero who would receive an anonymous message saying, "The government is after you, and we need you to save the world."

Jack took a large swallow of his coffee, exhausted from a long day. He had watched his two boys while working his regular job as a fraud investigator for GFSG as they were both sick with a cold. The coffee was black, which is how he liked it, and now the cup sat half empty as he read the remainder of the message.

Jack's current reaction remained that this was an elaborate hoax by one of his friends. At least, that is what he wanted to believe. He stopped looking over the first four lines of the message and read its remainder. His amusement left him when he saw something in the message that hit home for him. Something that made it personal instead of a prank. He read the entirety of the message, which was broken down into five simultaneous messages, clearly already typed out and prepared to send. Jack decided this was very real or a very intricate deception.

Anonymous: "You are on the right path, but you are headed in the wrong direction. Regrettably, the situation is exacerbated by your conspicuous lack of proficiency in concealing your digital footprint. Everything you have read about a social credit score is real. What you do not know is that this systematic framework is in the United States right now, and you are on the list."

Anonymous: "This is not a deception, as you may think. You do not know me, but I know you, or rather, I know your social credit score and the digital footprint you have left all over the net. We know every website you have visited, every firearm you have ever purchased, and even the number of times you pulled into your church at Alamo City Christian Community off Loop 1604 and Judson Road in the last six months." 

Anonymous: "I hope I have your attention now. You have lived a careless life since transitioning out of the military, thinking you could do what you want. My office took less than two hours to decrypt your emails and get a good picture of what you do in your free time and what you view in your search history. You thought you could try to cover your tracks and live like a ronin samurai, never returning to your master. Men like you aren't allowed to walk away."

Anonymous: "I need you to pay attention very carefully. I am the appointed representative for an arm of the United States Division of the Treasury. This arm has taken a great interest in your skillset and those like you, but we know you are also on the wrong side of the fence. What you believe and what you think you have come to learn is not true. Before you think I am making assumptions, know that I am not. There are algorithms to determine and infer what a user searches that have been in play since the late 1990s. Google and other search engines have evolved, become even more sophisticated, and incorporated various signals and factors to understand user intent. Your algorithm is a straight line that points in one direction and rarely deviates. The conspiracies you follow and less desirable social media platforms you frequent are all lies, hence my comment about the wrong direction you go." 

Anonymous: "I have been given the authority to give you a fresh slate in exchange for your services. I need you to write down what I write in these next few minutes as quickly as possible to show that your mind has not lost its edge. You will follow my instructions to the letter. Do not take screenshots of what I write. This mediocre software on the app will alert me if you do. Attempt a screenshot of what I write; this conversation will not only be terminated, but the clean slate offer will be off the table. You will then be apprehended like the seditionist you are. Also, do not attempt to use a secondary device to record or take pictures of your phone. This application also has a built-in QR code; I will know if you also attempt that. I need a reply that you have read my message and understood my instructions."

The curiosity and intrigue that initially filled Jack turned to fear. The kind of boyish fear he would feel as a teenager watching a horror movie in his living room with his back against the wall. When Jack felt the movie was too frightening to continue, he would turn the lights on. He then would put on a lighthearted movie to calm down. 

Jack sat in his fear momentarily, allowing it to envelop him with the information he had just received. Fear also came with the knowledge that this individual knew enough about him to know where and even how often he went to church. His fear was genuine. He knew this because it was not momentary. It was constant. He began the breathing drills he had taught to himself when he was in SERE school. 

SERE school, which was an Army training school that consisted of survival, evasion, resistance, and escape, was by far the most psychologically frightening time of Jack's life. The physical hardships were challenging but they were not what attempted to break him daily. The interrogation and captivity simulations were harsh, to put it lightly. The isolation, sleep, and sensory deprivation, as well as the psychological manipulation, were formidable. The simulations, while just that, were to prepare individuals for potential real-world circumstances. 

While frightening at the time, it was not real. Jack would forget that from time to time because of the realism, but in the back of his mind, he held onto it being a simulation. This, however, happening right now, was real. 

Jack's shallow breaths became more profound as he started to relax.

"In the nose, out the mouth," he said to himself repeatedly. His adrenaline hormone that was triggered began to scale back as he started to face the fear in his mind. 

"How could he know these things, and what does he mean by my services?" Jack thought. "How do I have something that the Division of the Treasury is interested in? I can barely stand to do my taxes every year," he grumbled. 

Just thinking of taxes gave him a sour feeling, the distaste in his mouth even now for paying taxes.

Jack scrambled to find a fresh notebook in the stack of his ideas and thoughts on a shelf by his desk. After looking through four, he found an empty one and grabbed his GFSG pen. The company gave him the pen as a gift at his three-year mark. He took another large drink of his coffee, then set it down and took a deep breath while placing his fingers on the digital keyboard of his phone. He wished he could display Prometheus on his larger computer screen, making copying it easier. 

“How does he even know I am online?” Jack wondered.

There was no feature on Prometheus that allowed one user to know if another was online. 

He began typing with his hand on the touch screen of his phone. 

TheCrimsonLion: "I have received the message and understand your instructions." 

Jack looked at his message populated under the anonymous one and observed his message's time clock count down from the standard two hours. He hated not being in control of this situation. However, he understood that once this door was opened, he must pass through it. 

Jack was contemplating the chances this anonymous individual made a colossal mistake and was accidentally handed the wrong file or given a different IP address by mistake, which brought him to his file. He was nobody in the larger scheme of things. Sure, he was an ex-military interrogator/source operator with a top-secret clearance. He was big into researching conspiracy theories shortly after getting out of the military in 2013, but no more than your average Joe. 

Since joining the Army at age 17, Jack had been the epitome of your loyal, duty-bound Soldier, full of testosterone, motivation, and integrity. He screamed like a banshee during physical training activities and anything competition-based. He rose through the enlisted ranks quickly and eventually became Sergeant at 21. He was appointed team leader for his first deployment to Afghanistan. 

Jack stared into the filled space of his thoughts, remembering the great memories with his brothers and sisters in arms when he was young and naïve. He also remembered what put him on the path to having his eyes opened. Outside the military guidance, he began reading even more once he left active duty.

He happened upon a dystopian alternate-history novel about an electromagnetic pulse or EMP hitting the continental United States. The EMP placed the country into an Orwellian nightmare because of the government's complacency. This resulted in no electricity, widespread famine, global war, and even some within the population debasing themselves to cannibalism for survival. 

That set him on a path of preparedness for natural disasters, war, and anything SHTF-related. While researching preparedness and survival, he then came upon government conspiracies. The overall message he digested was that the world's governments, namely the U.S. government, did not have the population's best interest at heart, and maybe worse, they had a nefarious plan for Earth itself. The rest was history.

Jack only just now thought about how he mentally arrived where he currently was. He stared at his phone again and saw the timer on his message. Three minutes and thirty-seven seconds had passed since his message was posted on the messenger app. 

Jack stood to let his black Labrador retriever into the office as he heard her rubbing up against the door. He stopped halfway to the door when he heard the chime on his phone. He saw the follow up message from the anonymous user.

He sat back down and placed his phone in his left hand so he could write with his right. He clicked on the anonymous message. 

Anonymous: "The Federal Repository partnered with the United States Division of the Treasury and Division of Justice have created the new Social Credit Score for citizens of the United States." 

Jack began writing the information down and checked the timer, which caused his eyes to grow large and his eyebrows to rise. The timer on the message showed 10 seconds remaining. He could not believe this individual placed the timer at the lowest possible setting before the message would self-destruct. He jotted down the sentence and looked up, seeing the message disappear to be replaced with the next. He clicked on it while trying to maintain the sweaty grip on his pen. 

Anonymous: "The credit score system works like this: Everyone starts with a score of 1,000. Anything and everything that is considered questionable or a threat, drops one's score." 

Jack scribbled down the sentence.

Another message.

Anonymous: "1,000 to 960 is an A showing trustworthy; 959 to 850 points is a B showing some trust; 849 to 600 is a C untrustworthy; and any score below that is a D which designates the score-holder as disloyal and a dissident." 

Jack checked the timer when he clicked on the message. 

"Damnit, 10 seconds, really!" 

He wrote, "1k-960 t-worthy, 959-850 sum trust, 849-600 untrust, and 599 – 0 fucked." While the message disappeared, he jotted a quick note, "A-D," showing the letter ranking underneath his notes. He clicked the following message. 

Anonymous: "You, my friend, have a score of 455". 

Jack couldn't believe it. 

"How is that possible?" he thought. The timer counted down.

Ten seconds, nine seconds. 

He stared at the message, thinking he was having a bad dream. 

"I am dead. My family is dead."

Seven seconds, six seconds. 

He felt no pride and found no humor in the message as he did when tallying the hypothetical scores with his friends. 

Four seconds, three seconds.

He was furious with himself for being so careless, parading around like a proud patriot for the world to see online.

One second. 

The message disappeared. Jack wrote down "455" with the words and symbol "me = fucked" and drew a circle around it. He could not believe he was considered not only untrustworthy but a dissident. 

"What a polite way of saying rebel or insurgent," he thought. "This is a mistake. It has to be."

He thought of his family, his wife, and two boys as nightmares filled his mind. 

"Are they coming for us right now? Are we in danger?" he wondered.

Several contingencies rolled through Jack's head, which he took seriously but did not think he would ever need to use deep down. He stared back at his phone, not even noticing the following message had arrived. He clicked on it. 

Anonymous: "The new system will go live in 62 days during the State of the Republic address, but it won't be mentioned in the President's speech." 

Jack wrote down, "Live, 62 days, SOTR." 

The following message appeared. 

Anonymous: "This is a lot to take in, and I know you may not believe this is occurring. The dark truth is, it has been happening for some time."

The following message appeared.

Anonymous: "You are merely a cogwheel in the machinery at this point, but if you want to be on the right side of history, you need to meet with me at these coordinates: 29.4260° N, 98.4861° W." 

Jack swore as he wrote furiously with his pen to get the coordinates on his paper. He looked back at his phone again to double-check the numbers and scanned his notepad again to confirm. The message disappeared, and then a new one appeared. 

Anonymous: "Before you leave your residence, you will place your phone in airplane mode. Because of your background, I know you are familiar with tradecraft, so pay attention." 

The message was timed out and replaced with a new one.

Anonymous: "I will be wearing a red shirt with a red baseball cap at the entrance of these coordinates. If I feel safe for you to approach, I will wear the red baseball cap. If I do not feel it is safe to meet, I will have the red baseball cap in my left hand, and you will need to leave the location." 

Jack's notes began to look less and less like English as he quickly scribbled as much information as he could with his hand burning: "red shirt, red hat, safe hat on head, not safe hat in hand."

Another message appeared, and Jack quickly tapped it to open it. 

Anonymous: "If I feel it is unsafe to meet you or I do not show up at the location within a five-minute window, then get back in your vehicle and go to McAllister Park. On the first marker at trail one, you will find a message with secondary instructions taped under the bench." 

The following message appeared immediately when the next one disappeared. 

Anonymous: "If I feel safe, you will casually approach the entrance and stop to make a call. You will make an imaginary call to your wife with your phone to check in and reminisce you visited this location in grade school and how excited you are to see it again." 

Jack wrote, "Feel safe approach, call wife, talk school visit." He clicked on the following message. 

Anonymous: "Once you finish the call, you will go to purchase a tour ticket at the information booth but will get frustrated because you left your wallet in your car." 

Jack imagined cramming his notebook down this guy's throat upon meeting him for using a 10-second window.

Anonymous: "You will walk to your vehicle in the parking lot and enter the driver's seat. I will follow and enter the passenger seat. You will place the vehicle in drive and get on the highway." 

Jack believed this had to be some sick joke one of his friends created. Knowing Benjamin and likely Paul knew this kind of tradecraft from their time in the military, he hoped he would be the butt of the greatest prank they ever pulled on him, instead of the alternative. In his heart, however, he knew this was no prank. He furiously wrote his message and sent it. 

TheCrimsonLion: "How do you know all of this? What government agency do you work for? I am nobody. You have the wrong guy. What will happen in 62 days?" 

Jack stared at his message on the phone, trying to retake deep breaths and focus as he endured the worst anxiety of his life. The message came a minute later. 

Anonymous: "You will be given a choice to join us or... let's just say you will not enjoy the last two months of remaining a free man as everyone else sitting low on the list. Suppose you do not comply with my instructions. I will have you arrested; you will be apprehended for a crime as a domestic terrorist. The paperwork has already been approved, and warrants will be handed out to federal and local law enforcement for you and within 62 days to those with similar social credit scores. In lemans terms, you will never exercise a single right again as an American citizen, and you will never see your family again." 

Anonymous: "Now remember my instructions. I am now effectively your handler during your assessment phase, and I know you have vast experience in the reversal. You will do everything I say, and any attempt to run or warn others will result in their imprisonment and that of your family." 

Jack felt murderous looking at the last part of the message about his family. While seeing red in his vision, he realized he could read the entirety of the last two messages because they never self-destructed. He checked the timer of the previous message and saw that one had the original two-hour window instead of 10 seconds.

"Strange, why did he change the time window?"

Jack tried to fight the arrival of an overwhelming sense of dread, fear, and blame for bringing this on his family. He felt stupid for not being more careful. He looked at the pictures on his desk of his wife and children's faces as tears welled in his eyes. 

Jack met his Amanda less than a month after getting out of the military, and instantly knew he was in love, as did she. He did not think he would see anyone more beautiful or love anyone more strongly than her until he had his sons. First Jaime within a year of marriage and then Marcus almost precisely two years later. He loved his boys more than anything else and prided himself on being a great father. The thought of never seeing his family again, much less thinking they could get hurt, was more than he could take. 

The final message appeared. 

Anonymous: "11:00 AM. Tomorrow."
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Chapter III
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The Order of the Texas Knights

“How many times in battle have we snatched victory from the jaws of defeat? Outnumbered, outflanked, yet still we triumphed. With you at my side, we can do so again. Lancelot, we are Knights. What other purpose do we serve if not for such a cause?” 

- King Arthur

Dec 07, 2024 A.D.

Jack typed a message to the anonymous user asking how he found him on Prometheus. He received an unsent error message. He sent the same message and received the same error. 

“Great, he deleted his account,” Jack said aloud.

He looked at his watch, showing 12:23 AM. 

He stood up and walked out of his office into the living room with Samantha, his Labrador retriever, following close behind. He walked to the back door, which exited into the backyard. He opened it as Samantha ran through his legs and walked out onto the deck and down the steps leading to the grass to do her business. He didn't know what to think or what to do. 

Jack looked around his yard, realizing his life might soon be over, and he may never see what Amanda and he called their homestead again. There wouldn’t be any more raising a garden together at the two-story house they made into a home. There wouldn’t be any more watching the boys chase the ducks and chickens in the yard while they fed them. He could hear the ducks from the deck as they constantly stirred when he would come outside late at night. The chickens roosting safely in their coop would rarely make any sound at night. He would miss hearing their sounds, which brought him tranquility and reminded him of simpler days on his grandparents’ ranch as a young boy.

Jack contemplated agreeing to this government agent’s demands, which he assumed entailed being used as an instrument for others who would be arrested due to this social credit score system. He considered it in his mind longer than he should have for his own sake and that of his family. He felt disgusted thinking of the notion of going against everything he believed to save his own life. 

Jack thought he needed to start packing everything immediately and leave with his family. He then realized that would be a mistake.

“No. There won’t be enough time to get far and collect everything we need beforehand. I’ll go along as if I am agreeing to come on board to get more information, and then that will buy us time to pack and leave,” Jack thought.

Jack stood on the deck for several minutes, thinking over contingencies.

Jack’s final decision was to wait. To not do anything rash until he met his friends and explained the encounter with the mysterious source. He realized that the meeting, according to the clock on his watch, would take place in less than eleven hours. 

“Everything will be fine. There is no need to panic,” Jack thought, trying to give himself some positive energy, knowing it wasn’t true. 

Jack hoped it was a prank by one of his friends. The ass whooping, he imagined he was going to hand out if someone in the group created this impressive ruse. He watched Samantha walk back on the deck, which signaled she had finished. He opened the back door, allowing the lab to run inside ahead of him.

Jack wondered if he should mention something to Amanda but knew the response he would get. While she was the most supportive person in his life, she was not so much for the conspiracy world her husband had entered shortly before they met. She would listen to him and even support what she thought were his extreme habits and hobbies, but she absolutely wouldn’t initiate something that would get him going down his usual rabbit hole. 

When they met, Amanda was shocked when she first visited Jack’s rental home. She had asked for a tour, and he said, “Prepare yourself.” 

Jack had vegetable plants in a front yard garden where you would typically see shrubs or a flower bed. His garage walls were covered with large handmade wooden shelves loaded to the ceiling with sealed food within glass jars, all organized. On another wall were large five-gallon food-grade buckets stacked on each other and sealed with beans or rice inside a mylar bag. In addition to the food, he had two oversized pallets of bottled water in the garage. 

Jack’s master closet, which had a nice shoe shelf for at least 40 pairs of shoes, was instead filled with ammunition containers. Every container was labeled and numbered with the caliber. Amanda was shocked when she asked how high the number went, and he replied with 89 ammunition containers. She asked if he knew how much ammunition he had, to which he said yes. He said he had an inventory of every round accounted for and would modify the inventory when he purchased and used ammo at the gun range. His gun safe, which looked like it could fit 50 rifles, was also located in the closet. 

In the spare room, which Jack had used as an office, were several totes and gorilla boxes filled with survival equipment such as lanterns, flashlights, batteries, knives, fire starters, solar charges, and much more. He had about ten backpacks, which looked like the kind you would take while camping in the wilderness for a week. Every bag was already pre-filled with essentials and sitting against the wall, ready to be picked up and taken at a moment’s notice. 

Since getting married, Jack had to undergo several changes and could no longer decorate his home as a bachelor with survival equipment in every nook and cranny. Thankfully, Amanda ceded the backyard, shed, garage, and office to him as his domain for his prepping. 

Jack returned to his office with a glass of water he retrieved from his water filtration container sitting on the table where he usually prepared his coffee. He opened the door, and Samantha eagerly ran inside and sat on her dog bed in her usual place near his desk. He stroked her fur as he contemplated his next step.

Jack walked to his gun safe, which was located in the office. He inputted the combination and opened the door. On the top shelf above the rifles and pistols were even more notebooks. He found a black notebook with an enormous number five written on the front cover, which entailed the club’s communication event plan. He had memorized it several times over but wanted to make sure he had it down correctly in his current state of anxiety. He didn’t want to chance that this all was real and call a club member in the event his communications were being monitored, which apparently, they were. 

The mysterious person who sent Jack the anonymous message didn’t say anything about this being an issue because of his club. He also didn’t identify any of the other club members. 

Nevertheless, Jack didn’t want this kind of information being talked about on the normal Prometheus channel, given that the mysterious user had deleted his account. Additionally, Jack would never attempt to communicate this information by cell phone. He needed to meet the club in person. 

He checked the commo plan regarding different contingencies and decided this was not necessarily an outlined emergency they had rehearsed beforehand, but it was not far from it. The club had never used an emergency channel, and he hoped they would all take it seriously. 

Jack sent the first part of the emergency channel message by cell to his five friends with the required phrase, which would indicate to them to check Prometheus.

“Eyes on the Clever Titan.” 

He then opened the Prometheus app and sent the second part of the emergency channel message to the group, saying the following required phrase.

TheCrimsonLion: “Zeus knows I stole the fire.” 

The pre-created phrase, “Zeus knows I stole the fire,” would identify to the rest of the club that a member was compromised. Jack made sure that the message had a ten-second self-destruction timer once it was viewed. 

The third and last phrase for the event commo plan he sent in the club’s shared email address. The club would never actually send an email to the shared email address. If someone needed something important to send, they would write the message and save it as a draft, allowing everyone to see the message, but it would never be transmitted or intercepted by anyone. He was pleased with the effectiveness of that last part of the commo plan. 

Jack had learned it during an interrogation when speaking to a member of an attack cell for the Taliban while in Afghanistan. 

Identifying or intercepting information from each Taliban terrorist cell was extremely difficult for U.S. Coalition forces because they would use shared emails. The Taliban would communicate their attack plans in a draft message, which allowed everyone within the cell to know their roles and conduct the attack without fear of discovery. 

Despite the U.S. military’s technologically advanced systems and ability to monitor network traffic, including internet service providers, they couldn’t intercept draft emails that were never sent. That level of ingenuity had made monitoring the Taliban exceedingly difficult.

The third and final message was sent to the club's shared email.

“Meet at Templum at the NORMAL time, 6:00 AM.” 

Using the codeword “NORMAL” in all caps meant they would meet one hour earlier than the designated time listed in the message. This meant they were to meet at 5:00 AM. “Templum,” Latin for Temple, was the club’s codeword, which referred to the gym.

Jack and the club decided that many of the codewords and phrases they used would be in Latin. A large part of the reason was Latin was obsolete. An ancient and dead language makes it more difficult for the untrained ears to understand. Another reason was the club’s fondness for Latin and Roman culture during the Roman Empire. 

The club read and studied Rome's military history, including their Legions’ discipline and superior tactics. Jack also appreciated that one of his fabled heroes, King Arthur, was rumored to be of Roman heritage.

Jack logged out of the email and logged in again to confirm the third message was still in the draft folder. He was glad they created a specific text tone: the sound of a lion roaring for their special emergency chat.

The club had agreed that the loud notification would ensure everyone would understand the gravity of the situation. 

“The club members’ families may not appreciate it, but then again, this was an emergency,” Jack thought. 

The loud roar would certainly wake everyone if they were sleeping, which would ensure following the next part of the emergency channel, or so Jack hoped. 

Jack exited his chair and began his regular night routine, ensuring all the doors were locked and the cameras were on. He then went upstairs to brush his teeth to remove the coffee stains. 

Jack arrived at the top of the stairs and set three alarms on his phone to wake up at 4:15 AM. He entered the bathroom and looked at his tired face in the mirror while brushing his teeth. He hoped he would devise a plan before the light of morning arrived. After finishing in the bathroom, Jack walked to Jaime and Marcus’ bedroom entrance to ensure they were still asleep. 

Jack walked back down the hallway toward his bedroom. He entered the doorway, followed closely by Samantha, and climbed into bed with his mind racing, hoping that sleep would come. 

Amanda heard him get in bed and asked him to make sure Samantha didn’t jump on the bed. Jack looked back and saw she had already made herself comfortable in her dog bed near her master. He held his wife and kissed her on the cheek. She could feel Jack’s body as his pulse quickened.

“What is wrong, Jack,” she asked while turning over to look at him. “Your chest is beating like a bass drum.”

Jack looked in Amanda’s direction.

“Nothing is wrong, sweetheart,” he lied. “I think I drank too much coffee, which is still hitting me.”

Jack suddenly felt a sharp pain in his head. A headache again. He started rubbing his right temple.

Amanda looked at her husband, still half asleep. 

“Get some rest, my love. You won’t be getting out of bed to go to the gym in the morning if you don’t.”

Jack watched as his wife fell back asleep. The sudden pain he was feeling went away as he lowered his head down on the pillow. He laid there for another ten minutes, running a hopefully promising scenario in his head for the coming morning. Finally, he was able to drift off to sleep. 

As Jack slept, he felt his mind transfer to a different realm while his body remained in his bed. He shifted and turned during the dream as the hours passed. Breathing heavily and gasping as he traversed and moved through the plains of Earth.

Jack suddenly woke in a cold sweat from the dream, hearing his alarm go off. He checked his phone, which showed 4:15 AM. 

Amanda heard the alarm and turned over, looking at her husband. 

“Jack, are you OK?” she asked, concerned. “Was it the dreams again?”

Jack rubbed his eyes and kissed his wife as he rose.

“Yeah, they are getting more vivid. More realistic. I feel like I am there.”

“You need to get more sleep, Jack.”

“I know. Go back to bed. I’ll see you after the gym.”

Groggy from only a few hours of sleep, he jumped in the shower and let it run cold to help him wake up. He almost regretted changing the time to meeting at 5:00 AM. However, if he was being watched, he wanted to arrive at a different time than usual, especially if someone knew his regular daily routine, namely this anonymous user on Prometheus. 

Jack threw on a workout shirt and went to the bathroom to brush his teeth. He stared at his reflection in the mirror, wondering how the day’s affairs would play out after meeting with the anonymous source later. 

Jack stretched his 6’2 muscular frame and decided to make a heavy protein shake. He walked down the stairs and into the kitchen. He made the drink with three scoops of cookies and cream protein powder and finished by shaking it furiously.

Jack walked to the kitchen corner to start the morning coffee for his wife, who would get up shortly after him. Jack suddenly stopped himself. Realizing he was moving an hour and a half ahead of his regular schedule, he knew she would not be up for a while. He grabbed his keys, wallet, cell phone, and Glock 30 with an extra mag and left the house. 

Jack entered his black Dodge Ram 1500 and turned on the AC despite it being December and 50 degrees outside. He always hated feeling hot unless he was working out or working outdoors. He would always jest that he should have been born in the north, preferring the cold weather. Despite the joke, he could never imagine living anywhere but Texas. It would be the perfect place to live if he could switch Colorado weather with Texas weather. 

Jack placed his extra mag inside the center console in the front seat and attached his Glock 30 to the magnetic gun mount under the steering wheel assembly. He checked his phone’s standard messenger and then the Prometheus app. No messages. He was pleased. 

This was exactly how the communication event plan was supposed to happen. No deviation, no questions, and no follow-up for clarification once the emergency channel was used. He was glad his continued hounding and harassing of his fellow club members finally paid off. That or nobody understood the emergency channel, and they were all fast asleep, unaware of where they should be at 5:00 AM. 

Jack felt that for Deran, Paul, and John, getting there an hour and a half early would be fine since they rarely missed a day. Dominic and Benjamin, despite being in great physical shape, loathed getting up early. Usually, they would go to Templum after 7:00 AM unless there was something important to share, which rarely happened. 

Jack pulled forward out of his driveway and scanned both sides of the street, always looking for vehicles out of place. Counter-surveillance as it was known. 

This was another habit Jack acquired during his time in the military, and especially when he became a private investigator. 

Jack remembered how he would position himself down the road at a safe distance to conduct surveillance during his cases, and he would begin pursuit if the subject left their residence or place of activity. 

Finding the street clear, Jack drove down the road and eventually got on the highway for his twenty-minute commute to Templum. 

Jack turned on his regular AM radio station and listened to the morning news, which always painted the world in the worst light. War in the Middle East, war brewing in Eastern Europe, nuclear tests in the Pacific, drought on the West Coast, power grid attacks and simulations being conducted throughout the U.S., railroad tracks being sabotaged causing biological hazards, several food plants suddenly going up in flames and most recently, another contagious disease spreading in Africa. The media could always be counted on to spread fear rather than cheer to start everyone’s day. 

Jack entered the parking lot at 4:50 AM and backed his vehicle into a parking spot, as all the club members were accustomed to, rather than pulling in. Combat parking, which they called it, is where one could enter their vehicle quickly if the situation called for it, allowing them to drive straight instead of trying to back out of a parking spot. Backing out took more time and would leave the driver vulnerable from behind. 

Jack wondered if anyone at all would show. He assumed a few people were already in the parking lot, waiting in their vehicles with their heat blasting. The building wouldn’t open for another ten minutes. He scanned the cars and didn’t recognize any of them. 

A couple of minutes later, a green 2012 Chevy Tahoe pulled into the parking lot, and Jack gave a sigh of relief. As the vehicle pulled forward, passing Jack to straighten out, he saw the small window decal of the Order of the Texas Knights. Everyone in the club had one on their vehicle. They all agreed it was subtle enough that it wouldn’t draw suspicion. He checked his phone and placed it into airplane mode as was the procedure for this commo channel. He watched the Tahoe back into a parking spot and saw the door open before the vehicle stopped. 

Stepping out of the vehicle strode John Grabowski, codename “Samson.” The proud Pole stood 6’6 with a shaved head and a bright grin. He was fair-complected and had sharp facial features like a bird of prey and no facial hair. 

“Morning, Prez,” John said as he approached Jack’s truck. 

Both men clasped each other’s forearms, as was their custom written in the Order of the Texas Knight’s Bylaws and Traditions while saying their club words.

“Superbia Leonum,” John said. Pride of the Lions.

“Exaudi Nos Rugiet,” Jack replied with. Here Us Roar.

John was used to waking up early, whether going to Templum or hunting on his family’s ranch. He was always in a great mood and had a calm composure. 

“Morning, brother. Thanks for getting here on time for once,” Jack jabbed sarcastically while embracing the larger man, who was also the Godfather of Jack’s youngest son, Marcus.

“When it matters, I’m always here,” John said, standing at attention and saluting Jack. John had a smile on his face, knowing the day was about to be far from boring. The two men both turned toward the loud sound of Cajan music coming from a red 1978 Ford Bronco. The Bronco backed into its usual parking spot, and Jack saw two men in the vehicle. 

The first man and owner of the vehicle was Paul Williams, codename “Chaos.” Paul was sitting in the driver’s seat of his Bronco. Both men exited the vehicle, and the music was mercifully turned off. Paul slammed his door shut, which caused his Rebel flag hanging from his rear-view mirror to tilt unevenly. 

Jack always thought seeing the flag proudly hanging in his friend’s vehicle was the strangest thing. Jack watched as the large African American man walked in his direction. Paul held his arms out like a challenging gladiator in the arena and yelled in Jack’s direction.

“King Artorius!” 

“Artorius” was Jack’s codename given to him by his infantry unit on his second combat tour in Afghanistan. Initially, it started as a nickname because of his love for Arthurian Legend and the man himself, King Arthur. It also made sense, being Jack’s middle name, Arthur. 

“Chaos,” Jack nodded back to Paul with a smile, hitting his chest and raising an invisible sword. 

Paul wasn’t nearly as broad as Jack but was much thicker muscled with his years as an Army Ranger. Standing 6’1, he was an imposing presence and a powerful addition to the club with his infantry background. Even though he had been out of the military since 2014, a year after Jack departed, he kept his hairstyle as a skin fade, short on top and shaved on the sides. The hairstyle resembled Jack’s, but Paul had no facial hair. He strode toward Jack and John and embraced each with the forearm grasp. He put an arm behind each man’s neck and did his usual forehead-to-forehead tap, following the forearm gasp and club words. 

The second man came into the light, and Jack saw it was his cousin, Deran Martin, codename “Steve Irwin.” 

“Paul, if you do not mind, I would like to pick the music on the way back,” Deran said while tapping his ears, imitating he had lost some hearing.

“If it’s your vehicle, it is your rules, brother,” Paul smiled. 

Paul and Deran usually shared one vehicle when they arrived at Templum because they lived within five minutes of each other. The three men stared at Deran, who was still rolling his eyes at Paul’s jab about the vehicle owner calling the shots. 

Deran was easily the most well-off of the club, owning his own insurance business, but not surprisingly, he was also the cheapest by far. He would endure Paul’s loud music if it meant he could save money on gas during their twelve-minute commute to Templum. As usual, he threatened to start driving his 2024 Toyota Tundra vehicle if he had to hear Paul’s music again. Deran was shorter than most of the club at 5’10 but was built like a bull. He had a thick, broad chest, thick arms, and legs because of his outdoor lifestyle when away from his job. He was fair-skinned like his cousin Jack but had curly brown hair instead of straight. 

Deran received his codename, “Steve Irwin,” because he grew up wrestling alligators when his family would travel to Florida to visit relatives frequently. Deran, like his cousin Jack, also grew up spending much time on their grandparents’ ranch when they were younger. Considering the white-collar profession he chose, people who only knew Deran through work would be shocked at what he liked to do in his free time. He embraced John and turned to Jack. 

“Thank you both for coming,” Jack said. 

“Anything for you, brother,” Paul replied as he pretended to size up John, one of the few men who could make Paul look like an average-sized man.

Deran and Jack embraced and clasped forearms. 

“How are you doing, cousin?” Deran asked as he pulled Jack in close.

“I am good, brother; I have a lot to unload, and it’s very time-sensitive. Has anyone seen Ben or Dom yet?” Jack asked. 

“Nothing yet,” John stated while scanning the road for incoming vehicles.

Jack checked his watch, showing 4:57 AM—a few minutes to go. The group heard a vehicle pulling down the road and recognized the truck once it made its turn.

Dominic Smith, codenamed “Erik the Red,” pulled into the parking lot in his silver Dodge Ram 1500, identical to Jack’s black Ram except for the color. He exited his truck, stroking his sizeable red beard that went down to the middle of his deep chest. 

“Well, at least I’m not last,” he laughed. “My kids decided to wake up right when I was getting ready. The wife was unhappy as I left the house with three yelling kids, but she doesn’t work, so it evens out by the end of the day.”

Dominic was the shortest of the group at 5’8. He was a broad-shouldered, burly man with massive forearms covered in red hair and had the grip strength of a tool vise. When he and Jack were in middle school, Jack would rip out patches of long hair from Dominic’s forearms while sitting in class. Dominic would reply with a powerful punch to the shoulder, which Jack would always regret but somehow forget each time, as he always tried again. The four men embraced Dominic as the final member of the club pulled into the parking lot.

Benjamin Ramirez, codename “Diamondback,” arrived just in time, which was his custom. He backed his luxury pearl white 2017 BMW M3 into a parking spot. He exited his vehicle, always enjoying being the last to arrive. He stood slightly taller than Dominic at 5’8.5, according to his own measurement, wearing his typical black wifebeater. He also kept a military-style skin fade that he would edge himself. He had deep brown eyes and light brown skin, as expected with his Hispanic heritage. He was a self-proclaimed pretty boy who took self-care seriously between dieting and exercising. He had the lowest body fat percentage of anyone in the club and enjoyed telling everyone that frequently. 

Benjamin had embraced becoming a Texan and was flaunting his Texas driver’s license to the club as soon as he got it. The club joked he was considered a prospect rather than a full member until he could show proof of Texas residency with a driver’s license despite being stationed there for fives years. Once he received his Texas driver’s license, the club made it a requirement in the bylaws for all future members to be Texas residents. 

Benjamin started in a run and met Paul mid-air as they chest bumped, greeting each other. The rest of the club gathered around and welcomed Benjamin, which also consisted of clowning him for his squeaky-clean white sneakers. 

“So, what is this all about, Padrino?” Benjamin asked. 

“Ben, for the last time, please stop calling me that,” Jack replied. 

“What? That is who you are, Papi. It is the reason we all came running,” said Benjamin. 

“He is the President, not the fucking godfather,” laughed Deran. 

Jack Wallace, codename “Artorius,” sighed and took a deep breath. 

“Thank you, brothers, for all coming this early and taking this seriously.” 

Jack looked at his club Sergeant at Arms. 

“John, please begin Vivamus Modus, Airplane Mode before I brief everyone?”

John held out a Faraday cage bag, and each member placed their phone on airplane mode before putting it in the bag. He then placed the bag in his Tahoe. 

The Faraday cage completely blocked all electromagnetic fields, rendering the phones useless for tracking, hacking, and incoming and outgoing signals. Placing the phones in airplane mode was overkill, but the club was careful in that aspect. Jack stood among his closest friends and hoped to find the right words to convey his discovery. 

“We are all good, Prez,” John said.

Jack nodded, and they all entered Templum and scanned in their workout tags. The club greeted the gym’s employee Devan at the front desk, who fist-bumped the club and handed John a key. John grew up with Devan, and they went to the same school. This was a great benefit because Devan, who worked the morning shift at Templum, would let the club enter one of the isolated workout rooms used later in the afternoon by its patrons for karate or mixed martial arts classes. 

The club had often used it for meetings before they had their own clubhouse. Since acquiring the clubhouse, they would still use the room frequently to practice their striking and self-defense training, which Paul usually instructed. Each man entered the room and remained silent until John locked the door and gave an all-clear.

“Let’s begin,” Jack said.
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Operation Remember the Alamo

"Texas has been a second chance for me. I expect that might be true for many of you as well. It has been a chance not only for land and riches but also to be a different man. I hope a better one. There have been many ideas brought forth in the past few months of what Texas is and what it should become. We are not all in agreement. But I would like to ask each of you what you value so highly that you are willing to fight and possibly die for. We will call that Texas."

- William Barrett Travis

Lieutenant Colonel, Commander of the Alamo

Dec 07, 2024 A.D.

Jack pulled out the notes he had taken down only five hours earlier from the anonymous sender. He paused to collect his thoughts. He wished he had stayed up a little longer to re-organize his scribbled notes to make them more legible and easier to understand. 

"I received an anonymous message on Prometheus last night at midnight. At first, I believed it was one of you playing a prank. If it was, now would be the time for amnesty before the club breaks your arm. Number one for causing this alarm and number two for forcing Ben to arrive at Templum without having enough time to moisturize his hair with his products." 

Benjamin looked at Jack with a mock. 

"Padrino, what the fuck? What you just said is what you Texans refer to as horse piss. I condition my hair. I do not moisturize it. You moisturize your skin. And I was able to do both despite the early wake-up."

Everyone laughed, knowing it was true. 

Jack looked around at his friends, hoping someone would come out and take responsibility so the ruse could end.

"Last chance." 

Nobody said a word, as Jack feared. He looked at his notes.

"The message was as follows: You are on the right path, but you are headed in the wrong direction. Regrettably, the situation is exacerbated by your conspicuous lack of proficiency in concealing your digital footprint."

Jack read the entirety of the first message as he was able to jot that down in full because the anonymous sender placed that message in a two-hour window. He finished with the last sentence of the message as he looked from his notes to his friends' faces.

"I need a reply that you have read my message and understand my instructions."

Everyone took the words in solemnly, nobody saying anything for a moment until Ben chimed in. 

"What the hell does exacerbated mean, Padrino?" 

Deran rolled his eyes at Ben.

"It means to worsen something, Diamondback." 

John held up a hand for everyone to hold their questions. 

"Knights, let's get the full story before we ask half-cocked questions. Jack, please go ahead with the rest."

John, the club's Sergeant at Arms, was not only the most physically imposing presence in the club with his tall stature but also the keeper of the peace and ensured meetings would stay in order. He was quick to bring everyone's focus back.

Jack told them about the social credit score created in the United States and operated by the Federal Repository, the United States Division of the Treasury (U.S.D.T.), and the Division of Justice (D.O.J.). He mentioned the social credit scores rankings and how he was rated at 455 in the lowest ranking, a D. They all looked to one another, knowing each was likely in the D ranking. He then discussed the timeline for when the system would go live on the same day at the State of the Republic address. 

Jack then mentioned the last part about the warrants that would be issued the same day for those considered domestic terrorists. He paused, letting it all sink in for everyone, and then he went over his instructions on meeting the individual. 

Deran was the first to speak. 

"How in the hell did he know those things about you and about what will happen? Not to go all conspiracy on you, knowing what we do, but with that little bit of information, it sounds like they, whoever they are, have a full dossier on you. This guy must be an insider to have that kind of information." 

"They likely do, and he does claim to be within the U.S.D.T.," Dom said. 

Dominic was an anti-money laundering investigator employed at GFSG, where Jack and John worked. He was a subject matter expert on these sorts of things, and he knew the Bank Secrecy Act of 1970 A.D. and the Patriot Act nearly from memory. He continued.

"If what this anonymous user said is true about a collaboration between the Federal Repository, the U.S.D.T, and the D.O.J. to create a social credit score here in the states, then there is no doubt the list is real. I also have no doubt there are fully living, breathing dossiers, consistently being updated on anyone considered a threat, whether large or small." 

"Artorius, may I look at your notes," Paul asked. He reviewed them and made a frown.

"What are these coordinates to, 29.4260° N, 98.4861° W?" 

Jack looked at Paul and replied. 

"The coordinates, if I put them in correctly, are at the entrance to the Alamo."

Deran shook his head. 

"Theatrical little fucker, isn't he? Makes you arrive at a place representing fighting for one's freedom to make you decide on your own."

"Did he mention anything else? Did he mention any of us?" Ben asked. 

Jack shook his head.

"No. He did not give any indication that he was relaying this to me because I was President of the club or the club being any reason why I was being reached out to." 

Dominic spoke up again. 

"He must know you to reach out to you in this way, or he must have a long reach to get access to your Prometheus username. If any of this can be believed to be true, all, if not most, of us are likely sitting in that same boat with warrants waiting to be issued. This whole situation is unprecedented. You need to meet with this guy to learn more, Jack."

"There is no question we need to find out more, but we need a tactical plan to ensure this isn't some kind of a trap," noted Paul.

Deran interrupted, still in shock. 

"Yall screw the plans, screw wondering how he found Jack on Prometheus. I literally can't believe this is happening. This is world-changing. It is just like the Brown Shirts during World War Two in Nazi Germany. They were called the Sturmabteilung. You know, the Storm Trooper Divisions that would arrest dissenters and political opponents, which allowed Hitler's rise. That is what is happening to us." 

The club began talking over one another about what should be done. Jack watched his friends passionately discuss the best way to approach this. He had learned at times that patience and listening were the best way to lead this group of Alpha and Omega males. 

John held up a hand once everyone had their say. 

"Prez, do you have a plan in mind?" 

"I do," Jack said while everyone looked to him.

"I want you all to remember something we knew from the start when we began this club and how we needed to operate." 

Jack looked at each of his men in their eyes when he said the next part.

"It is impossible for a single lion to outrun a wolf pack when they have him cornered. The lion knows this, but he still bares his teeth defiantly. The wolves move in for the kill. Then suddenly, they run in fear when they realize something. The rest of the pride has emerged from lying in wait among the grass."

"I love it when he makes lion references. Although I don't think wolves are in the same habitat as lions," corrected Benjamin.

"Can I count on all of you later today?" Jack asked.

Thankfully, it was a Saturday, meaning his friends didn't have to work. Everyone nodded. 

"The wife and my daughter might be upset because I promised we would go rollerblading today, but this is too important right now," Ben said. 

Dom looked at Ben with an amused face. 

"Your daughter? I thought you were still a virgin." 

Everyone laughed, including Ben, who flashed Dom the single-finger salute, lightening the mood. 

Jack cleared his throat, knowing the conversation needed to take a more serious tone.

"Knights, brothers. If this information is correct, it will completely change our lives. The days of saving for our children's college funds are over. Anticipation for watching the Superbowl every year on John's eighty-inch flat screen is done. The thought that we would all grow old with our wives and see our grandchildren play baseball likely won't happen.”

“As Dominic said, this is unprecedented. We have all trained for this, both mentally and physically. And while we may have laughed about the end of the world and fantasized about being on the run from the government, I can appreciate your sober faces right now. They are telling me that you understand the magnitude of this information we now have and the danger it places us all in."

Jack paused and looked at each man, gauging their reactions. They looked energized. They looked ready. All the years they had trained together would now be needed. 

"Some of you may have longed for this day to come. Others among you may have feared its arrival. No matter which side you stand on, we all knew in our hearts as men of faith that this day was always fated to be so. I won't lie to you. I am afraid. I wanted to die old with my family around me. I wanted to see my sons grow and watch the girls chase them. But those thoughts are for the naïve man I was yesterday. If we want a future for our families and our children, we cannot look back on yesterday. We need to become the next great generation for tomorrow. Knights, our family, and our country's future for tomorrow needs to start right now.”

"Superbia Leonum," Jack said. Pride of the Lions.

"Exaudi Nos Rugiet," they replied with. Hear Us Roar.

The Order of the Texas Knights took position. Each man knew his role and that of his fellow Knight in the event Murphy's First Law occurred. Everyone had in their earpieces and completed a radio test with each other to make sure they were all on the same frequency band. Every Knight in the club's Order had at least a General class license, which allowed them to legally transmit specific frequency bands used solely for amateur radio use. 

The Federal Communications Commission, or F.C.C., says anyone can own a HAM radio and receive radio signals, but they can only legally transmit if they obtain a license. While using HAM radios had advantages over cell phones and regular radios, they were still not entirely immune to eavesdropping or security breaches. A skilled individual with advanced equipment and knowledge could intercept the radio transmissions. This is why the club would, in addition to the HAM radios, be using code words during this operation. 

The time was 10:40 AM. Benjamin Ramirez, codename Diamondback, was the club's second-best next to Jack at conducting surveillance. He stood before the Guinness World's Records Museum on Alamo Plaza Street across from the Alamo with his tripod, camera, and stage prop portfolio padded with different landmark pictures. Ben radioed over on the ultra-high frequency, UHF band. 

"This is Diamondback. Erik the Red and I are in position." 

Dominic, codename Erik the Red, stood near the entrance of the Alamo, posing for different pictures in front of landmarks while Ben took shots from different angles. 

"This is Erik the Red. There is no sign of Guy Faux. Over." 

Guy Faux was the codename for the anonymous user Jack was to meet. The codename was given with respect to the hacker and activist group Anonymous, who would wear the white Guy Faux mask. 

"Diamondback, read you, Lima Charlie, Loud and clear. Hold position," Paul said while sitting in his vehicle in the flatlock parking off Crockett Street, approximately 500 feet due east from Ben's position in the Alamo Plaza. 

Paul, codename Chaos, was given command and control over the operation to ensure everything went smoothly. 

John, codename Samson, sat in the passenger seat of Paul's Bronco, pointing at the rear-view mirror, wondering where the Rebel flag went. Paul sighed. 

"I stowed it in my trunk for this operation. I didn't want to draw unwanted attention, you know." 

"You didn't want to draw attention? I guess there is a first time for everything," John laughed. 

Jack, codename Artorius, arrived at 10:50 AM to ensure he could find adequate parking, which Paul made sure of by double parking in the event it was crowded. Jack pulled perpendicular to Paul's parked Bronco and rolled down the window to start the ruse in the event they were being surveilled. 

"Hey, the handicapped parking is much closer to the building if you could make your way there," Jack said in Paul's direction. 

Paul, who was conversing with John, jerked his head forward to Jack as if someone had slapped him in the face.

"Are you talking to me asshole?"

"I am. Move this shit bucket in gear so I can park my vehicle. You are taking up two spots," Jack yelled. 

Paul spit out the window and began to take his seatbelt off to get out of the Bronco when John stopped him.

"Sorry, friend, he didn't mean anything by it. He doesn't want anyone to dent his Bronco again by parking too close. We will go ahead and move out of your way," John said, calming the tensions.

Paul gave John an angry look as he pulled up and straightened out, allowing Jack to slide next to his vehicle with his truck. Jack exited his truck and looked at John and then Paul. 

"No apology necessary, but another dent might be an improvement. It is punishment enough that he is forced to drive this thing around while being on the lookout for tow trucks. They will drag this scrap metal away in seconds." 

Paul threw the single-finger salute as Jack left the parking lot and headed toward Alamo Plaza. Paul rolled up his vehicle windows and clicked his radio, smiling at the theatrics. 

"King Artorius is on the move and is three mikes out, minutes out. Be on the lookout for Guy Faux, out." 

It was 10:56 AM as Jack walked past vendors and families, eating food and listening to music. 

"Diamondback, this is Artorius. Status on Guy Faux, over?" 

"This is Diamondback. I have been looking all over, and there is no red shirt and no red hat. He may not show.... break, break, break."

Radio silence. 

"Correction, I have eyes on Guy Faux. Positive ID, red shirt, red hat. He did not come from the east in the parking lot. He just exited the entrance. He must have already been inside. Break. He is making a call on his cell phone." 

"Damnit," yelled Paul. "He must have been here even before we set up. Diamondback, Erik the Red, can you make out what he is saying, over?"

Dominic responded on the radio. 

"We are approximately 100 feet away, and at least 300 people must be in this Plaza. That is a negative Chaos, over." 

"OK, stay alert and be on the lookout for anyone he may be signaling or communicating with. Is he wearing the red hat on his head, over?" Paul asked. 

"This is Diamondback, affirmative he is wearing the red baseball cap, over." 

"Artorius, it is your call," Paul said. 

"Charlie Mike, Continue Mission. I am 300 feet away from the entrance. I should have visual on Guy Faux in a minute, out," said Jack.

Jack walked up to the entrance and took a quick glance at the mysterious Guy Faux, wearing a red hat and red shirt. He had dark sunglasses as well. Jack noticed he was fair-skinned, approximately 5'9 to 5'10, and of medium build. He looked past Guy Faux toward the entrance. He stopped 10 feet from him and reached into his pocket to make a call. As ordered, he opened his phone and pretended to call his wife, Amanda. He followed the instructions and walked past Guy Faux to the ticket booth. He asked for a single ticket regarding a tour and then cursed for forgetting his wallet. He turned around to return to his vehicle without making eye contact with Guy Faux. 

Dominic watched Jack move toward the direction of the parking lot.

"This is Erik the Red. Artorius is on the move, five mikes out from the parking lot. Guy Faux has not moved to follow yet, over." 

Paul chimed in. 

"This is Chaos; that is a good copy. Erik the Red, keep eyes on Artorius. Diamondback keep eyes on Guy Faux. Let me know immediately when he begins moving out." 

Jack headed straight for his vehicle while maintaining a normal pace and looking with his peripherals to his left and right in case someone was watching him move. 

"This is Diamondback; Guy Faux is on the move. He is approximately 100 feet behind Artorius, over." 

"Copy Diamondback, maintain position until Guy Faux has left the Plaza, and then head to rally point two in case the plan deviates. Yall will remain as QRF, Quick reaction force. Samson and I will head to rally point one, out." 
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