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Sunday January 5, 2020, in the MECH Chalet, Laurentians Region, Canada.

Ascalon walked to the podium in the center of the stage. It overlooked a huge room where meetings were held. The warmth of the wooden wainscotting, the thick mohair carpet and stone and half-paneled walls gave this room an impersonal though welcoming atmosphere. The subdued indirect lighting also helped. Ascalon grabbed the mic, coughed to clear his throat and stared out through the huge picture window on the other side of the room. Silence of an Alpine angel. The white snow filled peaks of Mount-Tremblant, with the sun setting behind them, was the background behind the eight other guests. The alert sixty or something year old man stood as straight as a mannequin in a Râblé & Rabelais shop. He remained silent for a long minute before picking up the lectern with both hands and lowering his eyes towards the immense Cuban mahogany table.  

“My dear friends, as our Boss has just mentioned, we’re gathered here today to discuss an urgent affair and I’ll give you the details now.”

“We’re all ears,” added the Boss with his calm but commanding voice, in English but with a touch of Scandinavian accent.

“The epidemic that began in China is slowly but surely spreading around the entire world. And this is a great opportunity to make a lot of money for our organization.”

The others were paying close attention and drinking in the Frenchman’s words.  His speech was laconic, but precise. Supported by facts and figures. Easy to calculate. Just for the French market, approximately a hundred and twenty million masks would be needed per week. Dizzying figures. And if you thought that the epidemic would last for three months, just in Europe they’d be needing fifteen billion masks in hospitals only.

“Without even considering what the general population would need. Ballpark figures right now, though astronomical when comparing them with Asian habits. Everyone wears masks there. And a mask per day won’t be sufficient, dixit the experts”.

“What about the financial outlook for Europe?” Zappo, the Italian asked. 

“Minimum ten billion euros,” Ascalon confirmed. “Anyway, just for public procurement and governmental and administrative needs.”

“So why stop with the European market then?” asked Shiloh, the American.

“Because this can’t be a global operation. That’s why!” the Boss said, cutting him off.  

“How come? Like the USA isn’t a big enough market?” asked Shiloh, still dubitative.

“Of course it is. But you’ll be able to launch production faster than here in Europe. Let’s just focus on Ascalon’s proposal and operations.”

“How much income and profit are we looking at here?” asked Myton, the Englishman.

“The outlook that I’ll give you now was correlated by an analyst at the ECB[1] who works for us and one of our sources at the WHO[2] validated it.”  

Still sitting at the head of the table, the Boss hit the dimmers. The whole room was plunged into darkness as thick curtains covered the windows. A PowerPoint presentation with  skull and crossbones topped with antlers came on. In MECH’s logo, you could make out its motto: sine rege.

Though this first meeting of the year hadn’t been planned, all MECH’s members were there. After the end of the year holidays and all the balance sheets drawn up in December, this global upheaval was welcomed. It was true that during the last ten months, American politics hadn’t given the organization too many opportunities. Because they’d focused on domestic issues in the US, budgets earmarked for external clandestine operations had been slashed. Russia was in line with its former enemy. The Russian president was focusing on his borders. He’d just carried out a few campaigns in the Caucasus, nothing to write home about, and ventured into the Middle East a bit. The Cold War was a thing of the past. Too much of a thing, the MECH members all agreed. The Boss though, saw this as an opportunity to recruit more members. He figured that the shady characters working with him were getting bored and were ready for some real action. That way he’d be able to increase his membership. Just like a stoker, he always thought of the next trip and wanted to make sure his engine was well maintained to make it there.  

All the executives in MECH were former special services members or had worked underground in intelligence services. They’d all joined MECH after having sacrificed several years for their countries. Now that they were no longer employed by their governments, they’d sworn allegiance to this nebulous organization who sold its services to the highest bidder. Sadowa, the German had worked for the BND[3] for twenty years, Amherst was an ex  CSIS[4] soldier, Shiloh had busted his balls for the CIA[5], and Zappo, the Italian, was a former SISMI [6] agent. Myton, who formerly had important functions in the Mi5[7] and Smolensk from the Russian FSB[8] were specialized in domestic security. This is why the Boss had entrusted them with the difficult job of counter espionage and everything related to internal affairs. Ascalon was the only one who hadn’t had an elite upbringing. This former Foreign Legion soldier had been a mercenary up until the end of the 90s. He was one of the last ones to have been recruited.  Yalou, the only female in the group, was a chiseled and frigid Japanese woman, a talented jurist and the great grand-daughter of imperial dignitaries. The others weren’t misogynistic men, far from it, though they didn’t fear the Japanese Yakouza criminals. As for those protecting or maintaining the chalet, they were all former Asian Gurkhas. The Boss only trusted this elite group to be his bodyguards.

For his organization’s thirtieth anniversary, a global crisis was even more than the Boss could have dreamed of. His team members had all become more mature. The farther they strayed from their former employers, the more they rose in the criminal world and the more they served MECH’s cause, with efficiency and dedication, and the more various States fought for their services. Quite paradoxical, isn’t it.

∴

After the meeting had officially been adjourned on that Sunday evening, the Boss turned into a belated Santa Claus. Each MECH staff member found an envelope containing a million-dollar check that could be cashed in any HSBC outlet.  Despite a pale 2019, where military activities had slumped, various African extorsion operations had filled the coffers of these 2.0 mercenaries.  As for false NATO activities, profits generated with them were at a standstill.

After a frugal meal in the large dining room, the nine members separated into three groups. The Boss led Ascalon into a small room at the back. A nice one though. The walls were covered with books spanning stories of Canadian trappers to the political and personal memories of the first immigrants, both in English and in French. Pieces of Algonquin art, such as small totems, colorful velvets or painted feathers telling hunting stories were scattered haphazardly. Outside snowflakes were blowing about, the wind was subdued and lifted them before they hit the ground. Almost like sparks wafting up in the fireplace before falling back down on the huge glowing logs carefully set down in the immense hearth.  

“The whole planet is going to be running after masks,” whispered the Boss.

“It’s quite probable,” replied Ascalon while blowing smoke from a Havana cigar out of his mouth.  

“Keep me in the loop.”

“How often?”

“Once a day, that should be enough, don’t you think?”

“Fine with me.”

“Right! One more little thing.”

“Yes?”

“If you meet anyone from ASPIC through one of its agents or sub-contractors, let me know immediately.”

“You’re thinking of Saint Val I bet.” 

The Boss looked through the dormer over fifteen feet above them. He stretched his neck, pinched his lips and took a deep breath before looking straight in Ascalon’s eyes.

“Not at all. If you even see his shadow, kill him. Immediately.”

∴

Monday, January 6, 2020, National Security and Defense Council, the Elysée Palace, Paris

As soon as they’d finished their meeting and had wished everyone the traditional happy new year, the French President accompanied most of his ministers and State secretaries to the large double door with its gold-leaf decorations. The Prime Minister, as well as the Ministers of the Budget, Economy, Interior, Foreign Affairs and the Army stayed in their chairs for this selective meeting. The Minister of Health was also invited, as this concerned him. The president closed the door, sighed, and loosened his tie and collar on the shirt he’d purchased at Attali & Rothschild.  

“Gentlemen. This is serious. Bernard, can you turn the slides on?” he asked.

“Of course, Mr. President,” he responded, looking at the Republic’s coat of arms on the five ultra flat screens on the walls. 

The former submarine officer pressed the remote control, and the lights went out. The Minister of Health poured himself some water and cleared his throat before beginning his monologue. 

Everyone sitting around the table had already received detailed information about what was going on in China and starting to impact Europe. Foreign Affairs received the info in real time. It came from official Chinese sources as well as what their employees were able to glean off the record. Assisted by the DGSE[9], the Army had also received confidential information. Same was true for the DGSI. They’d activated their network of snitches in the Chinese community in France. News was coming in from multiple sources. The Minister of Economy was also concerned. The Chinese economic situation with lockdowns just starting would lead to several potential problems such as frozen stock and limited exports. And when you spoke about the government’s habits in Beijing, it was just a euphemism for tight control. The Minister of the Budget was also worried. Of course, he’d have to stock goods and mobilize funds. All that didn’t bode well. And France wasn’t the only Europe country to be wondering what would happen. Nothing though seemed to be moving in Brussels and the European Union still hadn’t said a word.

“So, how long can we hold out then?” asked the French President.

“For the masks only, not taking into account the hairnets nor the lab coats, I’d say two or three weeks at the most,” reluctantly confirmed the Minister of Health. 

“Well then how long will it take to launch local production and have reserves for a month?” asked the Prime Minister.

“Our companies will be able to start working in a couple of weeks to supply about 25% of what’s needed in hospitals. Five, at the most,” concluded the Minister of Economy.

“And to build facilities?” asked the President.

“We’re starting with nothing, so I’d say two to three months to launch production lines.”

“But that leaves us with about fifteen weeks in between,” the Minister of the Army added.

“At the most,” said the Prime Minister.

“First of all, we’ve got to make sure that we’re taking part in the race for masks, and then that we won’t have a shortage while our companies get up and going.”

“You also have to assess the risks of theft or embezzlement,” added the Minister of the Army. 

“Yeah, you’re right,” the Prime Minister said while glancing at the Minister of the Interior.

After an hour of discussions and minute decisions, the ministers left. The President and Prime Minister stayed for a quick lunch. No time to waste. The President, while looking at his loyal assistant, thought it was time to call once again upon ASPIC, his most secret agency, the one that reported directly to him answering to the code name of Snakes. His true identity was a state secret. And when one president was handing over his powers to a new one, they exchanged two secrets: nuclear codes and the identity of the head of ASPIC.  

∴
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CHAPTER II
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Sunday, January 19, 2020 in the Commandery near Voiron

Saint Val was lazing in front of the huge hearth in the room that was formerly the Commandery’s main conference room. How many decisions had been taken here? How many times had they haggled about margins, tariffs to be applied and grain prices?  Today all that was done by computers. Men no longer had a role to play here, as Yves, the sharecropper, depended on financial software for buying and selling. And Saint Val never bothered him as the only thing he was interested in was how much they made or lost that year. Profits? You couldn’t say he didn’t care. What was important for him though was that the Commandery have balanced accounts, that all the associates be correctly compensated, and that any maintenance work wouldn’t cost him a dime.

In a nutshell, he was taking a break. After three difficult months in an antifa[10] organization, he was looking forward to his vacation. Skiing. Only ten more days and he’d be in Austria with its slopes, its spiced rum and its generously busted women. Finally. He nonetheless was still hesitating on when he’d be leaving as his loyal Sicaire hadn’t been feeling well for the past few days. Maybe a blitzgrippe, some sort of flu bug that hit you like a bus.  

The news was on the TV. Information from Wuhan was coming in, saying that a new type of flu was starting to spread because of unhygienic conditions in their marketplaces, according to these 2.0 reporters. Only four more days until the first draconian Chinese lockdown would be enforced and though Saint Val didn’t yet know, drastic measures would also be taken here because this was a very serious phenomenon. Seated in his large Roméo par Claude Dalle sofa, heels delicately resting on the black lacquered table, still staring hypnotically at the news, Saint Val was jerked out of his torpidity when the internal walkie-talkie beeped, and he heard a lamentation coming from Sicaire. He picked it up.

“Saint Val?” asked a voice that could have been coming from a grave.

“Speaking.”

“I think I’m a Voodoo victim,” Sicaire whispered.

“How come?”

“Like someone’s driving stakes into my joints, ach,” he said with a German accent. 

“I’m coming. Want me to bring you something?”

“Yes, an exorcist. Hurry up.”

That was the first time that Saint Val ever heard his friend complain like that. He was generally a tough cookie. He’d never seemed to be struggling like this before.  Yet both of them had had their share of difficult situations, together. They’d been shot at several times. They’d escaped terrorist attacks too. They’d fought Neo-Nazis, former colleagues who’d turned, protected a false terrorist and surprised more than one so-called expert, and that’s only half the story. Sure, Sicaire was getting up there in age. When you’re on the northern side of sixty, you’re more vulnerable than when you were forty-five.

Saint Val headed to the kitchen. Chanhthaphone, the Laotian maid, had made some khao poun soup that had been simmering since the day before. Saint Val took out a bowl, filled it with bouillon and put it on a tray. He went upstairs. When he got to Sicaire’s room, he thought back about everything he’d seen on the news, went back down to the bathroom and took out an FFP2 mask from his medicine cabinet. He had three of them left. 

“You gonna quarantine me?” asked Sicaire when he saw Saint Val walk in wearing a mask.

“You never know.”  

“You think I caught that Chinese bug everyone’s talking about?” 

“Of course not! Hardly anyone’s sick in Europe. Unless you went where you shouldn’t have been?”

“Three days in Bavaria.  Last week. I slept in my dad’s old house, went to the cemetery and didn’t even eat at a gasthaus. So no.”

“And no rubbing shoulders or anything else with a young grieving widow you met amongst the tombstones? Like come to daddy, I know just how to fix things?” “Huh?

“Not even. Do-it-yourself.”  

“Okay. Drink this,” Saint Val advised him. “I’m going to call a doctor. Okay?”

“No, I’ve still got a fever, wait till tomorrow.”  

“If you say so. If you need me just call. I’ll be right here.”

“You’re a good nurse, Saint Val.”  

“When I look at you, I’d say that I’ve got a real future as a tarichette.”

“A what?”

“An embalmer from ancient Egypt. Go rest then.”

He closed the door, heard Sicaire moan after laughing a bit. He really was sick.  

∴

Sicaire’s fever broke the next day about noon. He still was feeling like he’d been run over and his whole body ached, plus he couldn’t stop coughing, but he was in a much better mood. And for the Teuton, that was important. Just to be on the safe side, Saint Val asked Chanhthaphone to disinfect all the cutlery, clothing and anything else that Sicaire could have touched, and to keep his stuff separate from everything else. Same thing for the bedding. She was worried too. Everyone was. Even Yves, the lout.  At breakfast he’d lashed out at the successive governments that had been too cowardly to reindustrialize France, too Atlanticist, leaving the “Chinks and other Asians to become our industrial North of France.”  As if he thought that only the Northerners and Lutherans had a good work ethic. Maybe he wasn’t totally wrong though, Saint Val thought. 

Criticism comes easy. Yet Yves, the strong farmer who had farms around the globe and especially in Asia, couldn’t be described as being biased, obtuse, or even less so a conservative. Nor was he bathed in nostalgia for Gaullism, though for this sixty-three-year-old, it was easy to remember decolonization in the headlines and the Foccart networks, in France and in Africa. Indigenous people were already emancipated, this wasn’t going to pick up any more speed now and they thought that armed with this new damned liberty, they’d be able to take care of themselves and create wealth. On this blessed day though, Africa was being looted more than ever, India suffered from every community-based evil possible and Asia, beautiful Asia, was where all those free kids worked seven days a week earning less than half a Nike shoelace cost. That’s all folks.

∴

“Whatcha doing on vacation then?” asked Sicaire using his walkie-talkie. 

“Go skiing, as planned.”  

“I’ll join you if I can,” said the experienced killer.

“Great.”

“And after? Anything planned?”  

“Nothing for ASPIC. I told Serpentes I’d be off until March.”

“Unless the country needs you.”

“Of course,” he said twice.

“Bring me a fag, will you?”

Which Saint Val did. His lungs were demanding their dose of Gitanes. Sicaire was up, standing on the balcony wearing a silk bathrobe. They talked for a couple of minutes, their FFP2 masks lowered while they each enjoyed a good smoke. Once again, their discussion focused on surgical masks, the government’s incapacity to supply them to the French population and the lack of clairvoyance the authorities had in their risk management skills.  Everything the governments touted amounted to denying the effectiveness of masks, something even more alarming.

Yet, Saint Val appreciated the new French President. Though politically speaking, they weren’t on the same side. But Saint Val didn’t care about that and as an ASPIC agent, one of their best Snakes, it wasn’t a problem. 

Jacques Chirac, a beer-lover, had been a good president for the agency. Sarkozy, who wanted to spray the delinquents away with a Kärcher, wasn’t bad either. But with Hollande, everything nearly shattered. The dissolution of the agency, created by Mitterrand’s shadow and advisor, de Grossouvre, was tough. 

In a nutshell, maybe Saint Val didn’t always agree with the new president, but at least he regularly called upon the agency and assumed its direction. Nothing could have been worse than the previous constituent.

He began to prepare his trip on Tuesday evening. He’d be going alone. Kalisa had met someone. She’d jumped into bed with a plastic surgeon six months ago. At least he was present, there for her. She did say that he wasn’t a barrel of fun and was quite foreseeable. But he was able to give her what Saint Val was incapable of: a guarantee that their relationship would last.  Because he regularly risked his life to defend the French Republic, missions that had to hide the whys and wherefores from her. She thought of him as some sort of secret agent, someone who worked in intelligence, for the country that paid the highest. That was it. 

His tanned skin, his unruly hair, his twinkling eyes, his derrière, his expert hands, his insatiable lips and his wit would sorely be missed, as would the warmth and moisture of his Austrian sheets during their après-ski sessions. But that’s how things go. Tough, isn’t it. When he embraced this career and especially when he began working with ASPIC, he had nearly turned into an ascetic saint. Though chastity and poverty were not vows he’d taken, and if obeying for him depended on a host of factors, he’d found his way here, a lifestyle and was happy, he thought, to be working for something much greater than he was: the French Nation.  

∴

On Thursday morning he understood that the President needed him. A laconic call from Serpentes. Not a minute to spare. His presence was required at the Farm. With the cold weather, he’d be using what he’d packed to go skiing.  

“You’re taking your skis with you?” asked Sicaire looking at his brand-new hybrid 360 horsepower Peugeot 508.

“That’s right.” 

“And you really think that you’ll be stopping over at the Farm and then the Old Man is gonna let you take off to Austria to go skiing after having mentioned a problem that you’re not going to be able to solve?” 

“Well, I don’t know.”  

“Unpack everything, you’re going to be flying to China.”

“You think so?”

“Wanna bet?”

“If you’re better and I’m skiing, you want to come? But you’ll pay for the trip, okay?”

“Sure thing. And if I pay you your trip expenses back, you’ll double what ASPIC pays me. That okay too?”

“Okay.” 

“Oh I almost forgot. Open the top drawer of my desk.”

“There are enough guns at the Farm, you know.”

“It’s not a gun. I got you something for Christmas.”

“Well, aren’t you a sweetie.”

“Jerk. Something you’ve been wanting for a long time. Come on, open it up.” 

A superb Raidillon chronograph watch, with a black background, orangish needles and stitching, with a proud “55.” Something every gentleman driver longed for. Sicaire was becoming nostalgic as years went by. Now Saint Val would just have to give him one too.

He put his watch on and left the Commandery with all the questions that a visit to the Farm always had. A monotonous drive, from toll booths to snow drifts. Luckily this strange childhood friend who had recently contacted him and their numerous souvenirs had sparked the desire to listen to the Nits, a Dutch pop group. So for five hundred klicks in the countryside he had the time to listen to music from Urk to Knot, a thirty-year trip in Nits country, that astonishing group with its magical sounds and melodies that were both orbital and terrestrial.

Moreover the breaking news on the radio wasn’t good at all. Words like lockdown, closing and borders were repeated endlessly.  

At five in the afternoon the gateway opened to admit the Peugeot full of mud and salt. Amerigo, the Farm’s loyal handyman, closed the doors while Saint Val parked his car in his designated spot. He was back at home. 

∴
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A saying goes that for the Saint-Barnard, the weather makes you want to hit the mini-bar. Maybe! What was sure though that day, when you looked at Serpentes - or Gramps for his friends, or the Old Man when he wasn’t there, Saint Val’s vacation was postponed until who knows when. He’d have to put his skis in storage.

The kitchens of this former post house dating back to Napoleon smelled heavenly. Rustic food simmering away, some sort of stew, thought Saint Val, already licking his chops. Plus an unidentifiable touch of iodine. Almost hit the bull’s eye, as a juicy lamb stew was simmering in an earthen Dutch oven with a string hanging out attached to a bouquet garni made from thyme, sage, laurel and marjoram. The thick windows had a slight condensation on them making it hard to see in or out. The old dog, Baikal, a Belgian sheepdog whose back left leg had been amputated and who was half blind, stopped barking when he recognized Saint Val and went back to sleep. Only his right ear seemed to episodically pay attention to the simmering dish.  

Serpentes was standing straight as a rail at the door. Despite his age, he still held his head high. His backbone was straight and gave the seventyish man with his wisps of hair an air of the Grand Charles. Charles de Gaulle, of course. He smiled, looked at Saint Val’s feet who immediately understood that he had to take his shoes off. No dirt in here. The hardwood floors deserved respect, the Persian rugs invited heels and toes to sink in. Just by looking at him the Snake could see that the Old Man was happy to see that the guy who would eventually be taking over was there again. One of the Old Man’s dreams.

“Gramps. Happy to see you.”

“Welcome young man,” replied the Old Man with a reassuring and friendly tone.

“Maria outdid herself, didn’t she? A stew? Am I right?” Saint Val said sniffing.

“Yup. With lamb, turnips and carrots.”

“Hits the spot!”

“Into your room now. Put your stuff away and step on it. I’m starving.”

“I have to get my suitcases.”

“Let Amerigo do it.  He’ll even take your skiing equipment off the roof of the car.”

Saint Val said okay. Amerigo did too. Except for the BrabanCIA affair, he had never disobeyed any of Serpentes’ orders. He hadn’t been back to the Farm since October. The end of October to be exact. He’d debriefed his last mission to the President himself, in Paris. Since then he hadn’t had the opportunity to come back and train. He went to the room that he sometimes shared with Christophe, another Snake. The room still dated back to the 60s. For some reason no one understood, Gramps’ house had become the haven for all the reptiles answering to the President. Rumors had it that after General de Gaulle returned, back in 1958, it was used a lot. Ghosts of men serving in the 11th Choc, the SAC and the SO were still haunting the hallways.

He started off by taking a shower. He went into the stall, turned the water on as hot as possible and got undressed. For several long minutes he stood there, hands on the tiled walls, his head against the back wall, with water running down from head to toe. The narrowness of the shower made it seem like he was in a Turkish bath. After a good ten minutes, he stepped out and picked up a lavender-scented towel, that had certainly been sun-dried and turned the water off. He traced an S and a V on the fogged-up mirror.  Time to get dressed. At the Farm, you couldn’t come to dinner dressed like a slob. He pulled a sweater out of his bag before changing his mind. It was January and fires were burning in each hearth in the building.  

Saint Val unlocked his personal closet, put his clothing that he’d just taken out of his suitcase in, and grabbed his D89 pistol that was sitting on the top shelf. He checked that there weren’t any bullets in it.  The Old Man knocked, came in, and handed him two full magazines. Saint Val thanked him and put the two magazines in a case that he clipped onto his belt, on the left side. Years ago, before the 2013 crisis, no munitions were allowed in the house. Times had changed though. Though you couldn’t walk around with charged pistols, your munitions had to remain easy to reach. He looked around in the pastel-colored room and turned off the lights. Rockabilly dressed silence.

∴

Conversation flowed freely during the first course. As soon as he’d finished his Rockefeller style oysters, Saint Val magically felt like a million bucks. The Hollandaise sauce covering his oysters on a bed of creamed spinach, then broiled, was delicious. And the magical ingredient, a couple of drops of anise flavored alcohol while it was cooking plus a glass of Henri Bardouin pastis made him feel like he was in the south of France. 

The main course was ready. Saint Val, now in Snake mode, was getting impatient. The Old Man was dragging things out, as if making a difficult situation even worse. Just as Saint Val was about to get the ball rolling, the Old Man spoke up.

“I imagine you’ve heard what’s going on in China?”

“I’m not a negationist, you know.”  

“Always got the right answer.”

“But that’s about all we’ve got that’s right, I fear. If you believe the mainstream medias, like the guys on TV say, in a short while when our eyes won’t even have enough tears left to cry, we’ll have to use our wit, don’t you think so? Gallows humor, but that’s better than nothing.”

“You’re right. This is becoming grotesque,” the Old Man nodded. 
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