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CHAPTER ONE
 

She heard the shot and woke from her dream. Talia Anderson sat straight up in her bed, sweating profusely, shaking violently. She shook her head, looked around the room then dropped her head into her hands and cried. "No one should have to deal with this." She thought.

 

Virtually every night for years, Talia had had the same dream. Some of it was a memory. The rest was a mystery.

 

The dream started with the face of a little girl. That little girl was Anya, Talia's daughter. Anya was a miniature version of her mother. She had fiery red hair, big blue eyes, and a smile that would topple any empire. She'd been eight years old when Talia had made the decision to leave her with her grandfather. For the last eight years, Anya had lived in Moscow, Russia.

 

Talia had never forgotten the look on her daughter's face as she'd left to return to the United States. Even though they'd seen each other plenty over the years, Talia had never forgiven herself for leaving her daughter behind. She hadn't known what to do. Her husband was D'mitri Gudonov, son of Eduard Gudonov. They'd met during her internship at the U.N., when Eduard had been the Russian Ambassador, and fallen in love. Talia and D'mitri were married shortly after they'd met, and she'd moved to Moscow to be with him. Soon after, Anya had been born. Talia had been perfectly happy to live in Russia. She loved the culture. She loved her family.

 

Nine years later, everything changed. D'mitri was working with the Detective Administration in Moscow. The Russian Detective Administration is a secret federal agency devoted primarily to blackmail, organized crime, and terrorism. D'mitri had worked on terrorism cases. Right after Anya's eighth birthday D'mitri was killed in a helicopter crash in Lviv, Ukraine. His death had been a professional job carried out by a burgeoning terrorist group that currently called themselves The Alder Nation.

 

That was when Talia had returned to the states. She had to leave Russia, because as terrorism was on the rise, she wasn't safe without her marital status. She'd started receiving threats against her life and Anya's. The messages said that she would be killed and so would Anya if she didn't leave the country. The group was The Alder Nation, and they had also instructed her to leave Anya behind.

 

Talia's dream started with the look of abandonment on Anya's face as she'd walked out of her life. She'd never forgiven herself.

 

It was the second part of the dream that Talia had never understood. She was standing in a bustling square. It looked like an Old Town somewhere in Eastern Europe. There were statues. There was a large building, like a town hall. There was a carnival of some kind. There were row houses all along one side of the square.

 

Talia passed through the crowded square in her dream to a house in the middle of the row at the edge of the square. There were at least six houses that appeared to be one block long building, as was common in old world Europe. She walked to the black one. It was the only black stone house on the street. She stopped in front of it before entering. She looked at the lions head carvings above the door. She reached out for the doorknob. She turned the knob and went inside.

 

Next Talia saw herself in an office. She was waiting. A man came into the room. It was D'mitri, her husband. The two had an entire conversation, but she could never remember what it was about. She remembered him smiling at her, and her hating him. Then he turned into a giant red dragon, towering over her. She pulled a gun from somewhere—where she had no idea. She leveled the gun at the dragon, and shot it. Then she woke up.

 

Why would she shoot the man that she'd loved most of her life? Why would she dream such a thing? She thought that maybe she was angry with him for dying, but that didn't make any sense. She missed him. She hadn't so much as looked at another guy since the day she'd met D'mitri. She'd been totally devoted to her husband. She'd idolized him. Where was she dreaming about, and why had the man she loved suddenly turned into a dragon?

 

Talia snapped out of her post nightmare trance. Speaking of men, she remembered that there was one asleep on her sofa. She threw on her pink bathrobe and went out to see if he was still there.

 

He was sound asleep on her pink velvet sectional sofa. He covered a good portion of it. He was well over six feet tall. He was dressed awkwardly, in plaid pants and a sweater vest. Talia wasn't sure if he was into some retro thing, or if he was a total geek. He was good looking behind the goggles that he'd been wearing as eyeglasses. He had straight black hair that needed cut. He had dark skin—he struck her as Italian or Greek. He didn't snore. That was good.

 

Talia walked over to the sofa and stood over the sleeping man. She guessed he was about 35. She observed him for a few minutes. She took his camera and erased all the pictures of her that she knew he'd taken the night before. Then she tapped him on top of his head.

 

He jumped when she touched his head. He sat up. "What?" He shook the sleep out a little bit. He looked up at Talia. "Oh, hi."

 

"Hi. Did you have a nice rest?"

 

"Yes. Thank you."

 

"Good." She wrinkled up her nose at him. "Can I ask you a question?"

 

"Sure."

 

She sat down adjacent him on the sofa. "Who the hell are you?"

 

He stared at Talia. She could tell that he didn't know what to say. "I'm Cameron Walker."

 

Talia put her hand out to shake his. "Hi, nice to meet you. I'm Talia Anderson."

 

"Likewise. Where am I?" He looked around the room. "Have I died and gone to Barbie heaven?"

 

Talia's apartment was decorated for a woman, maybe even a little girl. Everything was pink. Her friends and colleagues all joked about her living inside of a Hostess Snowball. She'd never thought about what a man might think of it, because she hadn't really thought much about men in the last decade or so.

 

Talia let out a little giggle. "No, this is my apartment. Do you mean to tell me that you have no idea how you got here?"

 

Cameron rubbed the back of his head. "No, not really. I remember following you to a party. I remember some really big guys attacking me. I remember drinking a whole lot. I think I remember the inside of a limo. That's about it." He moaned and rubbed the back of his head again. "I don't to put you out or anything, but would you happen to have an aspirin?"

 

"Aspirin. Yeah, I think I can find some around here." Talia left the room for a moment, and she returned with a bottle of aspirin and some water. "Well, it sounds like you remember the key points. Now, why were you trying to take my picture? My bodyguards don't like it when total strangers try to photograph me. Are you paparazzi?"

 

He heard the sound of comical disbelief in her voice and it offended him. "What's wrong with me being paparazzi?"

 

Talia sat down in front of him on her coffee table. It was acrylic, and it was also pink. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to offend you, but you look more like the kind of guy who would fix my computer than sell my picture to a tabloid. Besides, why would you want to take my picture? I'm not a movie star, and I'm not young and sexy. I'm a terrorism consultant."

 

Cameron slumped back into the pink velvet. "I know you aren't a star, but your mother is."

 

"I'm aware of that."

 

"Well, your mom is so well guarded that no one will ever be able to so much as get a glimpse of her through a window if anyone ever finds her house."

 

"I'm aware of that too. Tabloid people drove her crazy. They were a substantial part of the reason why she had a nervous breakdown and quit show business. So, why me?" Cameron just sat and stared at Talia. She waited for a long time. He didn't answer. "Well, tell me what's going on, or my guys can come and work you over for real."

 

"No, please. Those guys are scary. I'll tell you, but you're going to laugh."

 

"Good." There was something different about this guy. She couldn't put her finger on it. Whatever it was about him, it had made him the first man that she'd had in her apartment for non-business related reasons ever. "I could use a good laugh."

 

"You're enjoying this aren't you?"

 

"Yes." She started to giggle a little. "Now, why don't you tell me why you're bugging me? Tell me the truth."

 

Cameron scowled at her. He hated the smile she was wearing. He knew that he was not going to get out of this apartment without feeling humiliated. Talia Anderson was the one person on Earth that he didn't want to leave with the impression that he was a wimpy little geek.

 

Talia was waiting. "Come on, how bad could it be? You were already rescued from a seriously unbalanced fist fight by two bodyguards who could throw you around like a basketball, then tossed into a limousine by the seat of your plaid pants, and delivered here to sleep on a pink sofa. Could the explanation be any more embarrassing than that?"

 

She had him there. "Fine." He'd been told, and now he was seeing it for himself. You didn't say no to Talia Anderson. "You're a pain in the ass, you know that?"

 

She laughed. "I know its part of my charm."

 

He couldn't argue that. She certainly was charming, in an annoying sort of way. She loved the control thing. "If you must know, I am a computer geek. I can prove it. Find me a broken computer of any kind, and I'll fix it."

 

She studied him. She thought him fascinating, but she couldn't figure out why. He was the first interesting man that she'd met since she'd met D'mitri. "Okay, so why were you trying to snap me?"
 "I worked with computers for 15 years, and I decided that it was time for me to make a career change, so I went to New York to get a job with the Enquirer."

 

Talia's jaw dropped. "You mean, you thought you could just show up at the National Enquirer and get a job? You must be kidding me. Every scumbag reporter in the world wants to work for them."

 

"Tell me about it. I thought that I had an in. I knew this editor over there. I did some programming for them a few years back. Anyway, I went in and talked to her about a job."

 

"And?"

 

"And, she made me a deal."

 

"What kind of a deal?" Talia was getting curious.

 

"Well, it was more of a challenge. She told me that I could have a job as a photographer, if I got pictures of your mom."

 

Well, there it was. She actually thought that maybe he hadn't been interested in her mom, but he was. Talia had spent her entire life being Clarissa Anderson's daughter. Clarissa Anderson was one of the most famous stage and film stars in the world. Talia had never been interested in the world of glamour, but she'd always felt that it would be nice if just once, some reporter wanted to meet her. Talia ran in exciting circles with dignitaries and politicians from around the world. She was famous as an author and an international authority on terrorism. But no, reporters and photographers were always trying to get to know her so that they could meet her mother.

 

Talia stood up and walked to the door. She opened it and turned to Cameron. "Get out." She was angry. For some reason, this guy had struck her as different. She hated being wrong about it.

 

"Ms. Anderson, please. It's not like that. I wanted to meet you too."

 

"Get out!"

 

"Fine." He got up and walked to the door where she was standing. "Do you listen to everybody this well?" She didn't answer or look at him. "Well, I can see why no one in the world can get to know you. I suppose you're just like your mom. Do you keep your curtains drawn and hide in the dark like her?" Still she didn't answer. "Great. I met the infamous Talia Anderson. There she is world. Terrorist Research and Analysis, Inc. chairman. The only problem she has is that she wakes up in the morning screaming for some reason, and she won't have a civilized conversation with a member of the opposite sex. You don't know me. I'm not some scumbag reporter. I'm a nice guy. I just wanted to join the rest of the human race and meet some interesting new people. I just wanted to get out of my lab and live. You won't ever know that though, because you won't give anyone a chance. Good bye princess." He grabbed the door out of her hand and slammed it behind him as he walked out.

 

She stood there after he left for a moment. "I had no idea that I screamed when I woke up from dreaming." She thought.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER TWO
 

Talia walked into her office half an hour late that morning. She'd taken some time to shake off the altercation with Mr. Walker. Talia was bothered by the whole thing. For some reason, she cared what this guy thought of her. She couldn't figure out why. She didn't want anything to do with any man, but there he was, and she couldn't help but think about him. It made her edgy.

Michael, her assistant and bodyguard followed her through the outer office and into her personal office. Michael was the bodyguard who'd thrown Cameron Walker into the limousine at Talia's request the previous evening. He was a young man of 25; six and a half feet tall with hair so light it was almost white. He was close to albino, with faded blue eyes and pale skin. His exotic look was nicely complimented with broad shoulders and rock hard abs. Inside though, Michael was one of Talia's protectors. Sometimes he seemed more of an over protective brother.

Talia sat down at her desk—it was pink—and glared at Michael. He was smiling at her from the straight backed chair on the opposite side of the desk. "What?" She asked, annoyed.

Michael grinned and leaned back in his chair, watching her face. "Rough night?" He asked, trying not to giggle.

"Shut up." She snapped as she threw a paper clip at him. "Why did you let him come back to my apartment?"

"Hey, that was your idea." He defended himself. "I didn't want to take him there. I thought it was a disaster waiting to happen. I tried to stay and watch him, but you ordered me to leave."

"Since when do you listen to me?" She argued.

"Since you got all uppity with me and talked to me like I was a slave or a child." He replied.

"Well, fine. You were right." Talia sighed and slammed her fist on her desk. "That asshole took pictures of me sleeping!" She flopped back into her chair. "He just wanted to meet mom anyway."

Michael's expression softened. "Wait, what do I hear? You liked him! Oh my God! I've never seen a man appeal to you before! He seemed like such a geek. I had no idea that's what you liked."

"I didn't like him." She snapped back. "I felt sorry for him, you know, like a lost puppy. Unfortunately, he bites."

"Did you mean that in a bad way?" Michael asked, sarcastically.

"Smart ass." She threw more paper clips at him. "Enough of this blather. I'm sure I have work to do around here. So, let's just forget all about Cameron Walker."

"Okay, but what about the pictures you mentioned?" He asked.

"I erased his memory card before I woke him up this morning." Talia smiled an evil smile. "He's really inexperienced. I bet he's gonna be pissed when he discovers that his pictures are missing. You know, he actually tried to tell me that he didn't remember anything much about last night?"

"Well, he seemed pretty drunk." Michael saw the look on her face telling him not to continue talking on the subject. He shook his head and pulled out an appointment book. "Well, there was that meeting you wanted so badly with Paul Zybinski over at the ACLU. Were you still interested in that?"

"Yes." She groaned. "But, we've determined that he doesn't wish to talk to me, because he says that my views are inconsistent. I find that insulting. Just because I think that limiting my civil rights is wrong, yet I believe that we have to make certain concessions in order to keep up with the fight against terrorism, doesn't mean that I'm inconsistent."

Michael giggled. "Damn, you talk a good game. Anyway, he called about half an hour ago and said that he'd reconsidered. He wants to do lunch at 12:30 and talk about your ideas on balance between the two issues."

"Did he say where?" Talia asked, suddenly getting excited.

"He said he's got a tight schedule today, so you'll have to meet him for a hot dog on the mall."

"He's mocking me." Talia said, disgusted. "Well, I guess I just have to deal with it. Okay, I'll go."

"Really?" Michael was surprised. "I figured you tell him where to get off."

"No." She sighed. "The only person I feel like telling where to get off right now is Cameron Walker. You know he called me princess, and not in a good way."

"I thought we weren't talking about him anymore." Michael said smiling. He was wondering what it was about this man that was getting under Talia's skin. He'd worked for her in her professional and personal lives for three years, and he'd never seen a man be of any consequence to Talia Anderson. Most of the time, Michael had thought that Talia was gay and just wouldn't come out of the closet. Realistically, dead husband and all, she'd never shown the slightest interest in men since he'd known her. This was the first time that she'd ever acted like a flaming heterosexual.

"Sorry." Talia shook her head to refocus her mind. Her intercom on her desk, buzzed. She pressed the button. "What is it?" She asked.

Her secretary, and other bodyguard, Tyrell, was on the other end. "Ms. Anderson, are you busy?" He asked.

"Yes, why?" She snapped.

"Well, you have a…" The intercom crackled. "Hey, you can't just barge in there!" She heard him yell. Then there was a crashing sound and the intercom went off.

The door opened, and in he walked. The man that she didn't want to talk about was back. "Mr. Walker, can I help you?" She remarked snidely. "Maybe I can give you directions to the train station or the airport?"

Tyrell came running in behind Cameron. Tyrell was the opposite of Michael. He was a very dark black man, with black nappy hair and dark brown eyes. He did stand six and a half feet tall with broad shoulders and rock hard abs, like Michael, but he was much older. A lot of Talia's acquaintances called them yin and yang. "I'm sorry Ms. Anderson. He's quick."

"I'll be the judge of that." Talia commented. She looked at Cameron. "Well, what can we do for you?"

Cameron just looked at her for a moment. What was it about this woman? He should have just gone back to New York and forgotten all about his encounter with her, but for some reason he was worried about what she thought of him. He was determined that he wasn't leaving town until he'd convinced her that he wasn't scumbag paparazzi. "Can I talk to you?" He asked.

"Sure, talk." She challenged him.

"Do we have to have an audience?" He replied.

Michael and Tyrell were smiling at each other at this point. Talia noticed their enthusiasm, and found it annoying. "Sure." She told him. She looked at yin and yang. "Well, you heard him, get out." She snapped at them. She motioned to them as though she was scooting a mouse out of the door. They shot each other a glance, and they left silently. "And turn off the intercom!" Talia yelled after them.

Cameron just stood across the desk from Talia. She waited, but he didn't speak. "I thought you wanted to talk." She said, finally. "Why don't you sit down?" She gestured toward the chair that Michael had vacated.

"No thanks." Cameron answered her. He started to speak a couple of times before anything audible came out. "Look, I don't know why I care what you think of me, but I couldn't just leave town with you thinking that I'm some typical kind of jerk."

"So what kind of a jerk are you?" Talia said.

"See, that's what gets to me!" He exclaimed. "You have this way of driving me insane. I'm a nice guy, and I'm extremely intelligent, and I've been one of those together sort of geeky guys my whole life that never let anyone bother me in any way. Then I meet you, and you just drive me nuts!"

"You know, you sound like an idiot." Talia observed.

"I know." He groaned. "That's new since I met you."

Talia smiled. "I've heard that I have that effect on men." She noted. "Now, sit. Let's talk. Tell me what you think I need to know, so that you can start sounding like a person."

He was skeptical. His limited experience with this woman told him that he was being set up for more humiliation, but he just couldn't resist. He sat down in the pink chair, and watched her.

"Well, what do you want to tell me?" She asked. "Do you want to ask me something? What do you want?"

"First, I just have to know something." He paused. "Is everything you own pink?"

"Most of it, yes." She answered. "Now, you were saying?"

He decided not to pursue the pink thing at that point. "Give me a chance to show you what kind of a guy I really am." He requested.

"Why?" She asked.

"Because it's important to me. Why, I don't know." He paused. "I swear, all I want is for you to take some time to see who I really am. Then I'll leave you alone."

It was an intriguing concept. She wondered if it was some ploy to get into her life, so he could eventually meet her mother. "What did you have in mind?" She asked.

"Dinner." He threw it out there. He was sure she would shoot that one down.

"You mean, like a date?" She was shocked. "I don't date."

"Do you eat?" He asked, sarcastically. "Come on, I'm not talking about romance. I just want you to get to know me a little bit, so you don't think of me as scum anymore. That's it. I swear."

Talia really wanted to go. That surprised even her. This guy was interesting. She'd never met anyone like him. He seemed straight forward. She had this feeling that if he said it wasn't a romantic date that it wouldn't be. She couldn't let him know that she was excited about it though.

"What's in it for me?" She asked.

"I'm buying." He said. Now he was starting to be charming. He was moderately interesting. She stared at him.

"Okay, if you say yes, I'll give you the pictures I took of you, instead of selling them." He said.

Apparently he hadn't looked at his lack of pictures yet. "Pictures?" She questioned him.

"Yeah." He answered. "I took them while you were sleeping. They're probably worth an entire career as paparazzi to me, but I'd rather convince you that I'm not that type of guy. What do you say?"

"Well, I have a certain reputation concerning the company I keep." She commented. "If you intend to spend an evening with me, you'll have to dress appropriately."

"What's wrong with the way I dress?" He asked.

"You look like a computer geek." She told him. "I can fix that. How about this. I take you shopping for a suit and a tie, and you pick up the tab for dinner?"

Had he heard her right? Had she agreed to go? "Sure." He answered, smiling. He'd visit the dressing like a computer geek thing later.

"Okay. I'll send you out shopping with Michael, and I'll pick you up at your hotel at 7:30. Will that work for you?"

He was nearly speechless. "Yeah." He stammered. "Where would you like to go?" He asked. "I'm new in town."

"There's a wonderful Greek restaurant called The Parthenon, just across the river in Arlington. It has great food and a wonderful view of the city. You will need reservations, so Tyrell will set it up for you."

"Sounds good." He smiled at her. "I'll see you then."

"Didn't you forget something?" She asked.

"Oh, yeah." He answered. "Here." He tossed a memory card on her desk as he rose to leave.

Talia smiled. She just couldn't resist telling him. She wasn't going to, but this was actually starting to be fun for her. As he walked to the door, she said, "You know, I erased the pictures before I woke you this morning." Her grin widened as he turned in the doorway to look at her.

"I know." He grinned at her. "See you tonight, right?"

She kept grinning. "7:30"

"Good." He started to pull the door shut. "Hey Ms. Anderson?"

"Yes."

"That card has the copies." He smiled a huge smile and shut the door behind him.

That son of a bitch.

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER THREE
 

Cameron arrived at the Radisson Hotel late that afternoon with several packages in tow. He'd gone out and spent a fortune with Michael, who was now acting as his personal shopper. Michael had tried to use Talia's money card to pay, but Cameron had been insulted. He was way too old fashioned to allow himself to be bought by a woman. He purchased so many new things that the bellboy had gotten a cart for him to take everything to his room on.

The hotel manager, Rudolf, couldn't help but notice the change in his walk as he entered the lobby followed by Chip, the bellboy and the cart of new clothing. Rudolf smiled to himself. "I wonder if his new pants are plaid." He thought to himself, as he smiled and suppressed a giggle. "Good afternoon, Mr. Walker." He said as Cameron approached the desk.

"Good afternoon, Rudolf old man." Cameron replied in his jaunty new confident style. "Are there any messages for me?"

Rudolf smiled. He liked the new Cameron. His first impression of him had been that of a backward, geeky, socially hopeless man. Now, he was beginning to wonder if he hadn't judged him too hastily. Mr. Walker hadn't come back last night. Now he was buying new clothes, and there was a message from someone named Melissa for him. "Yes, Mr. Walker. A Melissa Cooper called. She said that she would like it if you could call her back before 5:00 p.m."

Cameron smiled like a cat that had just eaten his owner's pet canary. "We'll see if I get around to it. I have plans." He took his card key from Rudolf and headed toward the elevator. "Thanks, Rudy."

Rudolf's eyes grew wide. "Rudy, indeed." He thought.

"Is there any way to get a haircut immediately around here?" Cameron asked Chip as they arrived in his penthouse suite.

"If you're willing to pay a fortune, you can have a hairdresser come right up to your room. The hotel provides all kinds of services to its wealthier clients." Chip answered.

"Great." Cameron crowed. "Who do I call? I want a brand new haircut to go with my new persona."

Chip smiled. He hadn't seen a man this excited about anything in ages. "I'll take care of it. You just decide what to wear, and I'll send someone up within half an hour."

"Thanks." Cameron said. He was restless. He was bursting with energy for the evening that lay ahead of him. He handed Chip a fifty dollar bill and shook his hand before sending him on his way.

Cameron got out every new piece of clothing that he'd bought, and tried to decide what to wear to dinner with the infamous Talia Anderson. He couldn't believe it himself. No one would believe that he had any kind of a date with the undateable woman. No one would believe that he had a date at all. He felt incredible. To his knowledge, this woman didn't date. Even her assistant and bodyguard, Michael, had told him that he'd never set up a date for her in his five years. He'd escorted her to numerous parties, but he'd never driven her out on the town with a man for a purely social engagement.

Cameron knew when he'd retired from the computer industry, that he needed an adventure. He'd made all the money that a man could ever want. Now he wanted to live. It was turning out to be everything he'd ever dreamed of. Tonight would definitely be an adventure. He just hoped he wouldn't blow it. He had the strangest feeling whenever he thought about Talia Anderson. He'd never had feelings like these before. He didn't think that he had a chance at being her guy, so he was just excited to let her know that he wasn't some jerk of a tabloid photographer, but that he was really a nice, intelligent, sensitive guy.

He also needed to find some way to make it clear to this woman that all of this nonsense wasn't about him getting a chance to meet her mother. He'd been surprised that the concept had offended her so. He'd actually thrown it out there in hopes of breaking the ice. He thought her mother was nuts, and didn't care about meeting her at all. He'd wanted to meet Talia. He was fascinated by this little red headed beauty that was deemed as one of the most prominent authorities in the World on terrorism. He supposed he shouldn't put it to Talia that way either. He didn't want to look like a liar, and he didn't want to send her into another rage. Maybe he would avoid that part of the conversation altogether.

He was jolted back to reality when the phone rang. He hated phones. He'd designed many programs involving cell phones, video phones, and such, but he'd never had any of them himself. He liked the idea that he could get away from it all if he wanted to. Even his family called him anti-technology man. He listened to the phone ring five times before he gave up and answered it.

"Hello." He muttered.

"You need to get a real phone Neanderthal man." The voice on the other end replied. It was Melissa Cooper, editor of the National Enquirer. "I've been trying to reach you all day."

"Hello, Melissa." Cameron replied as though he hadn't heard her comments at all. "What can I do for you?"

"You can tell me what went on at the party at the Russian Embassy last night?" She snapped. "I heard that you were dragged out of there by someone's body guards by the seat of your pants. Are you okay? Where have you been all day?"

"I'm fine. I just got back. I've been out. Who are you, my mom?" He replied. "Look, I'm really busy right now. I have to go."

"What about those photos we talked about?" She pushed him. "I thought you wanted a job here. What about Talia Anderson?"

"What about her?" He asked.

"Did you get any pictures of her?" She was getting upset.

"You know Melissa; I've decided that I really don't want to work for you. I'm sorry, but I really don't want to upset people the way that taking her picture upset Talia. I don't need the money, so no; I won't be working for you." He smiled. He loved that he had morals in a world that had lost most of them.

"You met her?" Melissa screamed. "You mean to tell me that you actually met Talia Anderson? You, of all people, met Talia Anderson? Did you talk to her? What's she really like?"

"Yes." He smiled. "And, I don't know yet. I'm still finding out."

"What the hell does that mean?" She was still talking excitedly. "Are you going to see her again? That's impossible. No one ever gets to know that woman. She not an ice princess, she's an ice goddess."

"Well, obviously you don't know her at all." He said in his coolest voice. "Good-bye, Melissa." He hung up as she was continuing to yell.

Cameron flipped on the TV while he waited for the hairdresser that Chip was sending up. He hadn't checked in on the news lately. Since he wasn't part of the rat race anymore, he hadn't been paying a whole lot of attention to the world at large.

As he watched, he decided that he hadn't missed anything of consequence. Terrorists still dominated Russia and most of Eastern Europe. Separatist groups, as they were now called still terrorized the Middle East. Cameron hated watching the news. He only did it so that he would be in touch and not look like an idiot when he was talking to other people—he really didn't want to look like a fool when he was talking to Talia Anderson.

Cameron had followed Talia's career by the causes that she'd worked for. She was vehemently opposed to terrorists. She was currently the chairman of Terrorist Research and Analysis, Inc. She was a privately funded consultant that worked in cooperation with the federal government in the USA, and other governments around the world. TR&A was a non-profit organization, and she spent most of her time working for and with like minded people from around the globe. She was known very well by every politician in the world, and extremely well respected. She knew more about the structure, operations, and effects of terrorism than anyone else in the world. She'd written several books on the subject, and kept up with more than a dozen independent web sites. She spent her spare time attending congressional sessions and meetings of the United Nations. She was also socially popular in the world of international politics. She was invited to every party in town. Cameron had met her at the cocktail party at the Russian Embassy the previous evening. In short, Talia Anderson was who people went to when they needed information about terrorists and terrorism.

Cameron had read all of her books, and was amazed at her perceptiveness. He wondered where she'd learned what she knew. They had classes in school these days about terrorism, but she was too well informed to have learned it all in school. He believed that she must have had some kind of field experience, or inside information from somewhere, but what it was he had no idea. Over the years he'd pictured her fighting in wars. He knew that couldn't be where she'd gotten her information, but he had no idea how else she could have been so well informed. There were so many mysteries surrounding Talia Anderson that Cameron wouldn't know where to begin investigating even if he had the chance.

Tonight was his night. If he was ever going to get to know this mysterious woman and find out any of the things about her that he so desperately wanted to know, this would be the night. No one he knew would ever believe this one.

He turned his attention back to the news. If anything of consequence had happened in the world, he didn't want to be behind. He had to look intelligent to Talia. He flipped through all the news channels. Then he found it. There was the story that she would grab a hold of today. Talia Anderson was well known for her mysterious interest in Russia. The political story of the day was that Russia had elected themselves a new President.

"Aha!" Cameron thought. "Thank God I turned this on. I would hate to have gone to dinner with her and not known about this." He watched the TV to get details.

"Today, in the Presidential Elections in Russia, the Russian Minister of Defense, Eduard Gudunov was elected President by a record 85 of the popular vote." The announcer continued. "The newly elected Russian President appeared at a press conference with his fifteen year old granddaughter Anya, to thank the people for their support. The inauguration ceremony will take place next month on the anniversary of the October Revolution, October 17th. Gudonov is the eleventh publicly elected President in that country."

"Good." Cameron thought. "I'll have some news to surprise Talia with."






  







CHAPTER FOUR
 

Cameron Walker looked in the mirror before leaving for his evening with the most impossible woman in the world to impress, and he barely recognized himself. Now he knew what Clark Kent felt like when he donned the Superman costume. "Ms. Anderson, you will truly be impressed." He thought.

"Excuse me." Cameron said to Rudolf who was still at the desk. Rudolf turned to him, jaw dropping in shock at his new look. The geek in the penthouse had metamorphosed into a butterfly. He was wearing a black Armani suit with a light grey shirt and a lightly striped pale sage silk tie. His hair was cut to show his classic European features. He walked different, stood different and looked like a different person entirely. This man could surely turn any woman's head.

"Yes, Mr. Walker." Rudolf said, smiling. "What can I do for you?"

"My date for the evening is coming to pick me up." Cameron wondered if that sounded as cool to Rudolf as it did to him. "Would you tell her that I'll be in the bar?"

"Certainly." Rudolf said. He wondered what woman had caused such a radical change in him.

"Thanks, Rudy." Cameron smiled and walked away.

"I wish he would quit calling me that." Rudolf thought.

Rudolf waited until Cameron was safely out of the lobby, then he called Chip over from the door. He wasn't a gossip, but he couldn't wait until the woman arrived to find out who the mystery woman was. This was a transformation such as he'd never seen before in a guy, and he wanted to know who was responsible.

"Yes Mr. Camponelli?" Chip replied.

"Chip, do you know who Mr. Walker is meeting for dinner?" Rudolf asked. "I'm not normally so curious about things that are none of my business, but he's a completely different man from earlier today."

"Sorry, sir." Chip replied. "All I know is that some chauffer dropped him off earlier in a limousine."

"Well, thank you." Rudolf said. "Go on back to the door. You know how the guests are if they have to open their own doors. They…" His voice trailed off as his eyes locked on the front doors. "Oh no." He said.

She entered the lobby in one of her many designer dresses. Talia was always dressed appropriately for whatever the occasion was. Tonight she wore something designer, in pink just to annoy Mr. Walker, but not formal. She had on her highest high heels, because she felt too short around the tall Cameron. She hated to feel inferior, even if it was just a matter of height.

Chip turned to see where Rudolf was looking. He didn't know what to do. Everyone in town knew Talia Anderson. With people in the service industry she held the reputation of being evil. Chip took a deep breath and approached her. "Ms. Anderson." He said as he walked to her. "You look lovely this evening. How may I help you?"

Talia almost bit the young bellboy's head off for not meeting her with the door held open, but then she thought better of it. She wanted to save all the evil stuff for later. She planned on putting Mr. Walker in his place before she sent him on his way. "Why thank you." She paused to look at Chip's name badge. "Chip. I'm here to pick up one of your patrons for an appointment."

"Certainly, Ms. Anderson." Rudolf chimed in. "Whom can we retrieve for you?"

Talia would never tire of the way people, men in particular, jumped to serve her. She felt that it was selfish and maybe even mean, but it was fun. She sometimes wondered what it was about that aspect of celebrity life that had upset her mother so much. Talia was only well known in the U.S. When she was abroad, no one paid much attention to her, except for high officials whom she dealt with on business. Maybe it was the international stardom that had pushed Clarissa Anderson over the edge.

"Retrieve, I like that." She smiled at Rudolf. "I've come to pick up a very annoying man by the name of Cameron Walker. What floor might I find him on?"

Rudolf and Chip shot each other a look. "Um…" Rudolf stammered. "Mr. Walker? Why he's staying in our penthouse suite." That's all he could manage. "So this is what metamorphosed that guy." He thought. Now he understood completely.

Chip shook his head to regain his composure. "But…" He stammered. "He's not in his room."

"He's not?" Talia said, shocked. "He'd better not have blown me off." She thought.

"No, he told us to tell you that he's in the lounge." He pointed to the bar. "It's right over there."

She let out a quick breath. "Thank you." She smiled at Chip. She could tell that she'd just made his whole day.

"I've still got it." She thought.

He knew he was in trouble. Cameron felt her presence even before he turned and saw her walking toward him. Damn, that woman was the kind of woman that songs were written about. She had an air about her that exuded perfection. She was drop dead gorgeous with her bright red hair and royal blue eyes. Her skin was pale, and he could see the freckles on her shoulders above her drop sleeve dress. He could understand why she had the reputation of getting whatever she wanted from just about anyone. She was the kind of woman that beauty queens worshipped and hated. He was sure the minute that he saw that pink cocktail dress that she'd worn it just to irritate him. Talia Anderson was nothing but trouble. He couldn't wait to get into another round of banter and argument with her. She kept his mind going as crazy as she did his hormones. He just wished that he had any kind of a chance with her.

Talia couldn't believe her eyes as she approached Cameron at the bar. She wasn't sure at first glance that it was even him. He looked so different with a hair cut and new clothes. Her heart skipped a beat which really aggravated her. She had no interest in men. What was it about this man? There was something different about him. He made her so angry. He got to her. She hated anyone who did that. She didn't want to let her guard down for one second and let this guy see any of the real her. It would ruin her reputation. How could anyone be the coldest bitch in town if she let some guy charm her? And how could he afford the penthouse suite? He must have been a better computer geek than she'd given him credit for. Suddenly, she wished that she had done some kind of a background check on him so that she was better prepared to handle him. She nervously twisted the ring on her right hand—another one of her little nervous habits—as she approached him.

Cameron finally managed to break the silence, as they stood and stared at each other. "Well, good evening." He smiled at her.

"Good evening." She was angry. Her heart had skipped another beat when he spoke. "Well, you clean up pretty good." She felt stupid the minute the old cliché left her mouth.

"Well, thank you." Cameron replied, smiling. He could tell he was making her nervous. He watched her fidget with the ring. It was very flattering. "It only took an entire afternoon with a personal shopper and a very expensive hair stylist."

She smiled. Her insides were starting to calm down now. After all, he was just a man. "Are you ready?"

"Sure." He stood and stopped to look at her. "You look very nice."

"Thank you." She replied. She wondered if he was going to stop trying to pick a fight with her and just enjoy an evening at dinner. Maybe she'd misjudged him.

Cameron gestured to her to walk through the door first. She did. "I just need to know one thing." He commented.

"Sure, what?" Talia asked.

"Are we taking your pink limousine tonight, or will the shade clash with your dress?" He smirked, as he walked away across the lobby.

That son of a bitch.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER FIVE
 

 

Cameron felt a nervous pain in his stomach beginning during the short drive across the river. He'd struck a nerve with Talia again. He realized that it wasn't hard to do. All he'd meant do was to tease her with his pink comments. He had no idea how he was going to get through the evening. He wanted to prove to her that he was a nice guy, and all he'd done so far was made her hate him.

They arrived at The Parthenon Restaurant after what felt like an eternity. As he entered the building, following the angry Ms. Anderson, he noticed the bustle inside. They had waiters. Cameron hadn't seen a restaurant with live waiters in years. Most places had electronic ordering systems, and robots delivered the food and drink to the tables. Cameron had started eating at home more because of it. He found the whole phenomenon too Isaac Asimov.

"I haven't seen a real person working in the dining room of a restaurant in years. How did this happen?"

The hostess greeted Talia. "Ms. Anderson. How marvelous to see you this evening. Can I take you to your regular table?"

"Yes, please. There will be two of us this evening."

"Yes, maam."

Talia spoke over her shoulder at Cameron as they walked across the dining room to the table that Talia preferred in the back of the restaurant. "You're in my town now." They sat down at the table and the hostess left them with real printed menus. "Washington is different," Talia said once she was seated. "There are still a lot of countries out there that are considered third world. They aren't used to everything being automated. You can't take that kind of person to an automated service restaurant. So, in order to keep from insulting dignitaries and from third world countries, Washington will always have some restaurants that have real service."

Cameron was impressed. He hadn't traveled much in his life. He'd always been in a computer lab somewhere designing ways to make other people's lives easier or safer. He was one of the people who'd helped the world become automated. He had mostly worked in the cell phone industry, but he'd done some other minor projects as well. He had no idea the effect that his little programs would have on places outside of the United States, or the effect they would have within it.

Talia watched him for a moment. She could tell that he was thinking pretty deeply about something. "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine. I just never thought about the third world and automated restaurants before. That makes a lot of sense. I've lead a pretty sheltered life. Sometimes I wonder how I got to be this old and have no idea how the world works."

Talia smiled. Maybe he was just a geek who needed to learn about life. "I've been there."

"You? You're like the most definitive authority on international terrorism. You go to parties with dignitaries and statesmen from all over the world. I can't imagine you not knowing what's going on out there."

Talia's smile faded. All she could think about was D'mitri and Anya. She'd been perfectly happy to be with her family in Russia. Her husband had taught her about terrorism. She supposed she should be thankful to him for providing her with the knowledge for a career before he'd died. She wished she'd not had to learn anything about the real world. "It's true." Her voice became very soft and quiet. "I used to be more sheltered than you."

She looked around at the people in the restaurant. She hated people. She imagined that most of them there this evening were lying to each other about something, or using each other for something. People were terrible. "I miss it. I wish that I hadn't had to learn about the world and all of the serpents in it."

Cameron saw the look of longing in her eyes. He wondered what it was all about. "I'm sorry. You seem to thrive on it. I mean, your writing and work on terrorism is incredible. I've read all of your books. Your theories are amazing."

Talia was surprised. "You've read my books? I didn't think that a guy like you would be interested in that stuff."

"I'm interested in more than just computers. I'm good at the computer game, that's all. So, where'd you learn to theorize about terrorism?"

Talia seemed to shrug off his question as the waiter came to take their orders. Talia had the Souvlaki, while Cameron opted for the lamb stew. She didn't say much until after the waiter brought them their salads and drinks. Talia didn't normally drink at social meetings, but this evening was sending her into a tailspin, so she ordered a Dragi—her favorite Greek beer. Cameron didn't know if he should drink or not. He had no idea what protocol was in his situation, so he ordered the same.

There was a lingering uneasy silence as they ate their salads. Talia was taking time to collect her thoughts. She was feeling the urge to talk about herself, but she didn't want to say too much. She'd kept her personal life a secret all these years for a reason. She certainly didn't want the world to know about her marriage and daughter now. The press would turn all of their lives into a media circus, especially with her father in law currently running for the office of the President of Russia. Whether she wanted to believe it or not, this man had come into her life on a challenge from the editor of the National Enquirer.

Cameron watched Talia as he ate his salad. He wanted to start a conversation, but he was afraid to start talking. He felt that everything he said to her came out wrong and that there was no way for him to come out looking good. She really did come off as Melissa's "ice goddess."

After ten minutes of pure silence, Cameron started to feel tense, and he didn't care how angry the "ice goddess" got with him. He wanted to get to know her a little bit. There was something about her that intrigued him, and he wasn't ready to give up and walk away. "So, where does a girl like you learn all of that terrorism stuff?"

Talia watched his face for a moment before she replied. "What do you mean, where do I learn it? I studied international studies, anthropology, and social sciences in college. I majored in languages. You could have read my credentials off of one of my book flaps."

"Of course I read your flaps. It just seems like you have some deep understanding of these people that no one else has. Where does it come from?"

"I've been around, that's all." She didn't want to say too much. "I operate in circles where you can't help but learn things. Look, I don't want to talk about me. I'm really not that interesting. How about you. What makes a computer geek decide to turn paparazzi?"

"I've lead a very dull life. I've met people from all over the world, but they all came into my world to see me and buy my programs. I've never gone out and done anything. I just wanted a little adventure in my life. I wanted to live for once, instead of creating simulated life on a computer. I don't know how else to explain it. I felt like my world wasn't reality, and I wanted to see what real life felt like."

Talia understood how he felt. She'd spent her childhood locked up in her mother's world. Clarissa Anderson was a victim of the media. Clarissa had spent her whole life in front of the camera, and it finally turned her into a paranoid hermit. Unfortunately, Talia had been a young girl when her mother had catapulted over the edge into certifiable insanity, so she'd been locked up for years with tutors. She'd had no real life to speak of. She'd applied to New York University, been accepted, left her house, and never looked back. She called her mother often to make sure that she was still healthy, but her relationship with Clarissa was strained to say the least. Talia and her mother had not seen each other much more than once a year in the last couple of decades.

"I understand," Talia finally answered, after carefully considering how much of herself she wanted to share with this stranger. "My mother is insane—everyone in the world knows that. I was eight years old when she went nuts. I spent most of my time locked away in her mansion in Connecticut with tutors and body guards and servants of all kinds. I barely even got to date until I ran away to college. I was extremely sheltered. I finally learned how to drive when I was almost twenty years old. I was behind in social development in a major way."

"So, how did you overcome it?"

"Who says I overcame it? I hate people—no offense. I would love to spend the rest of my life not having to deal with the masses."

"Yet you have a job that continually puts you in the public eye."

"Ironic, huh?" She took another sip of her beer. "I have this need to tell people that they're stupid and that they don't get it. I think that's why I stick around this town and fight with everyone."

"What makes you think they're all stupid?" He was amazed at how her mind worked. He felt that if he spent a lifetime, he would still have no idea what made her tick.

"Terrorism and the public make me crazy. They see what's happening and it's like they're not paying attention. There are patterns and signs in everything these demons do. You can't believe a word they say. A very wise man told me that years ago, and he was right. I keep shouting the obvious from the rooftops, and on any given topic, it takes me years to make people pay attention. It gets so frustrating that I don't even know why I continue. I guess I just have a need to make people see what they don't want to see."

"Okay, I'm the general public. What is it that I'm missing? What is it that I'm not getting about terrorism?"

"You don't really want to get into this nonsense, do you? I thought this was a one shot deal for you to convince me that you're a nice guy."

"There's plenty of time for that. The night's still young. I want to know what goes on in that head of yours. I think that a lesson in terrorism might begin to give me a clue. So, try me."

"Okay, we'll start with my tirade when I first started consulting. It took me three and a half years to get the government to understand that the Russian terrorism network was in no way connected with the Middle Eastern Groups, or any others." She paused to watch the puzzled expression on Cameron's face. "You read my books, right? When the Russian network started to gain worldwide recognition, they called themselves the Northern Taliban. Most people presumed that they were Muslim, because of that. They used it as a diversion. The group is in no way connected to the Taliban and is in no way Muslim. It actually took me years to convince our government of that."

"What clued you in that they weren't some Muslim group? I had trouble following your process in the book." Cameron was fascinated with the whole discussion. "Most terrorist groups are Muslims."

";5@A820Y."

Cameron sat and stared at her. "What? I saw that in one of your books. I don't get it."

"It's the name that the leader of the Northern Taliban took for himself long before the group changed their name to The Alder Nation." She was starting to enjoy this. She loved the look on his face. "That was how I was certain that they weren't a Muslim group."

"What is that name? I've heard plenty of Russian, and I even speak a little, but I've never heard anything, name or otherwise that sounded anything like that."

"Did you ever hear the story of King Arthur?"

Now he was really confused. "Yes, of course."

"Well, if you remember, after Lancelot and Guinevere betrayed Arthur, he fell apart and the kingdom of Camelot went to hell. He sent out his knights of the roundtable to find the Holy Grail. He believed that things would return to normal and life would be good again if he could have the cup of Christ."

"Yes, I know the story. I watched some movies over the years, but I don't know any details."

"Well, if you recall, they found the grail, and Mordred still killed Arthur in the battle for the kingdom, right?"

"Yes. What does any of this have to do with Russian terrorists?"

"There are some who believe that the reason that the grail didn't have the desired effect on Arthur's life is that the grail didn't rightfully belong to him. There are those who believe that the Holy Grail rightfully belonged to the person who was made its keeper, and no one else. That person was Percival."

"Okay." Cameron was trying to follow her, but he was lost.

Talia stopped speaking, because their waiter came with their food. She politely waited until their dinner was neatly placed in front of them before speaking again. She started by ordering another Dragi. She was starting to relax, and although she knew that she would probably tell him too much about her life if she kept drinking this way, she didn't care. It felt good to have a social evening with stimulating conversation.

The waiter brought them each another beer. Cameron started the talk again. "So, you were saying?"

"So ;5@A820Y is Russian for Percival. The son of a bitch named himself Percival, the rightful keeper of the Holy Grail."

Cameron was impressed. He had no idea where she learned these things. "So this was your basis for thinking that the group isn't a Muslim group? That's it?"

"What more do you need? Percival has been hailed as the noble knight who guarded the Holy Grail. He had the cup of Christ that would give him eternal life, yet he didn't drink from it. Instead, he let King Arthur drink from it so that Arthur could live forever. How noble is that?"

"It's noble, but how does it prove your theory?"

"Muslims don't believe in the Holy Grail." Talia tossed the words out as though she were tossing a trump card onto a pile of aces. "Catholics follow Grail Lore."

"Most Russians aren't Catholics. They're mostly Russian Orthodox, aren't they?"

"Russian Orthodox is so closely related to Catholicism that they follow the same hierarchy and they all idolize the Pope."

"I had no idea." Cameron was amazed at what he was learning this evening. "Why did he choose a name from the legend of King Arthur though? Why didn't he pick some religiously significant name?"

"To keep the mystery of his persona hanging out there like fog or something I suppose. He couldn't call himself God or Jesus or anything, because people would catch that in a second. Most languages say religious names and biblical names similarly. He had to have something that most people would never catch onto. He wanted to get away with deliberately misleading people. It's a game, like when a serial killer leaves a signature clue behind. Most Russians have never read the legend of King Arthur. Most people would never recognize the Russian pronunciation of a name like Percival. It's ingenious in a way."

"God, you're brilliant." Cameron heard himself say it, and he immediately felt like a fool.

Talia blushed. She hadn't done that in years. "Thanks. I just learn things as I go. I've had somewhat of an interesting life. I've learned a lot about Russian people, their lore, their lives, their politics, and stuff like that. I was ahead of the game at first when the Northern Taliban appeared on the scene. After a few years, they changed their name to The Alder Nation, and then anyone who knew anything about Arthur could figure it out."

"I guess I know nothing, because I don't get it."

"Alderly Edge is the place in Britain where legend states that the knights of the roundtable are sleeping; waiting to be awakened to rule the world again. That's where the current name of the group came from."

"That's clever."

"Well, it's weird, I'll give the Russian bastards that much. I just wish that they would make their political ambitions clear to the public, instead of playing games behind the scenes. I mean, political change is the only effective change, don't you think?"

"I guess that's true. You don't see much come of war these days. Although some would say that radical change is the only effective change." He suddenly remembered the elections on television. "By the way, did you happen to see the results of the elections in Russia?"

Talia had forgotten all about it. She'd been so distracted by Cameron that she'd forgotten all about it being Election Day in Russia. "I forgot to check on that. I can't believe I forgot that. Who won?" She felt a flutter in her stomach. She was afraid that her daughter would now be living with the President of Russia.

"Eduard Gudonov." Cameron was proud of himself. He actually knew something about Russia that Talia Anderson didn't already know. Then he noticed the expression on her face. He was afraid she was going to faint. "Are you all right?"

Talia stood up. She was shaky. "Yes, I'm fine." She tossed her napkin onto the table. "Would you excuse me for just a moment? I really need to make a phone call." Without waiting for him to reply, she bolted from the room.

"What the hell did I do now?" He kept his eye on the doorway exiting the dining room. He waited. He looked at his watch. He finished his stew.

"She's not coming back. What the hell was that all about?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER SIX
 

 

Cameron waited briefly and decided that he needed to pursue Talia and the matter at hand. He'd gotten the message that Ms. Talia Anderson, ice goddess, didn't want anything to do with him, but he felt that he'd passed the point of caring what she thought. He called a cab and went to her apartment building. He was furious. He deserved better than to be run out on with no explanation. Even computer geeks had feelings.

The doorman at Talia's building recognized him from earlier that day. "Mr. Walker, what can I do for you?"

"Is Ms. Anderson in?" Cameron asked politely, not wanting to let on how upset he was.

"Why yes, shall I ring her for you?" he answered.

"Is there any possibility that you would just let me go up and ring her bell? Surely, if you've known her for long, you must have some idea what I'm dealing with."

"I'm sorry; I really can't do that Mr. Walker. If you know anything about her, then you know that I don't dare go against her wishes."

"Fine." He knew that he couldn't argue about it. God only knows what she would have done to a doorman for now following her orders. He waited as the doorman went to his desk and called Talia's apartment. He came back smiling. "I know, she doesn't want to see me. Thanks anyway." Cameron turned to leave.

"No, she doesn't wish to see you. However, her bodyguard, Tyrell, said to come on up. I don't know how he handles her, but he is that master."

"Mr. Walker, I'm so sorry about that girl's behavior this evening," Tyrell said as Cameron exited the elevator. "She's a handful sometimes. She's like a small child with an adult lifestyle. It's frightening at times."

"No kidding. What are the odds of me getting her to talk to me? Are they better or worse than the odds of peace breaking out in the Middle East?"

"I don't know. My money's on peace in the Middle East," Tyrell said smiling. He liked this guy Cameron. He thought that he was just what Ms. Anderson needed. Cameron Walker was the first guy he'd seen get a date with her since before she'd married her husband. Cameron was definitely the first guy he'd ever seen follow her after she'd walked out on him. "Let me go in and talk to her for a minute. I'll see what I can do." He put his hands out to him as if to stop him from moving. "Whatever you do, do not open this door."

Cameron waited in the hall for at least ten minutes until Tyrell returned. He felt uncomfortable in the gilded hallway of her 18th century brownstone. He felt more like he was waiting for the museum tour to start, than like he was waiting to enter an apartment.

"Well?" he asked Tyrell when he exited the apartment.

"She said that she has no time for you. Here's the thing. She has issues about men and relationships. She can't trust no one until she's known them for a while—a long while. There's a lot of things that you and the whole damn world don't know about this woman. You have to accept that. You can't get to know this woman if you try to get to know her too fast. Now, I know she's got a reputation as being an ice princess, and a bitch, and God knows what else. You need to understand that woman is a very sensitive creature, no matter what she wants you to think. She's got some major mood swings that would rival any case of menopause, and she's real passionate about some things. You can't belittle those things. She's completely female, no matter what she would like us all to think. So, no matter what she seems like, you have to treat her with compassion and understanding. Otherwise she may kill you. You got me?"

Cameron understood everything Tyrell said, but he was frustrated at that point. "What difference does it make if I never get to talk to her again?" he asked, exasperated.

"Well, I thought that, against my better judgment, I would let you go in there."

"Are you kidding me? I thought you said that she didn't want to see me."

"She don't. Sometimes I have to treat her like a child. I've known her since she was a kid. I know what's best for her, and I think that she would be better off with you by her side right now. I don't really think that she knows what she needs."

"Won't she fire you?"

"Wouldn't be the first time. I've been fired more than Tommy LaSorta. Just remember, she has some emotional stuff going on right now. I'm not going to tell you about it. I wouldn't break a confidence. Don't push her. Like I said there are a lot of things going on with her that you couldn't possibly understand at this point. This Russian election thing has really set her off."

"Why?"

"That's the part that she has to tell you herself. I value my life too much to tell you something like that without her permission. Now, be caring and don't push. Good luck, man."

Cameron entered Talia's living room to see her emerge from her bedroom in a T-shirt and jeans, pulling a suitcase behind her. She took one look at him, then she looked past him to Tyrell who hadn't closed the door yet. "You're fired!" He closed the door, smiling. She stood, staring at Cameron. "Look, I'm sorry." Her comments were insincere. "You don't want to get involved in all of this."

"Well, I know I'm a geek and all, but I've never had a date run out on me in the middle of dinner. Whatever I did, I'm sorry. I won't ever do it again."

Talia felt a familiar twinge of guilt that she felt every time she pushed someone away. It was worse than normal with this guy. She wanted to get on with the things that she had to do. She didn't want to take time to try and explain herself or her life to a man who would probably sell it to a tabloid anyway. Why was this guy getting to her? She'd met thousands of men over the years. Why did this one seem so different?

"You didn't do anything. I'm really sorry, but in my life things tend to come up and I have to take off immediately, without notice. It's beyond my control, really. It's just a lifestyle that I've grown accustomed to. Don't worry about it. I have to go now and take care of something."

"Like what?" He was baffled at this point. He knew that this all had something to do with the Russian election, but he couldn't figure out what. "I mean, you act like this election in Russia has something to do with you, personally. Isn't that a little crazy? Do you react to all world events this way? Because, if you do, you're going to die of a bleeding ulcer. I know that you live with the world at your disposal and people relying on you for advice in certain matters all the time, but does that mean that you have to run off every time something happens in another country?"

Talia knew that he didn't understand at all. Unless someone knew her well, they wouldn't understand. "Well, you know that I'm very in the loop with Russian politics, right? I'm very close to Eduard, that's all. I was surprised when he ran for President, and I'm very surprised that he's actually going to take the job. I just need to go and talk to him. That's all."

"You mean to tell me, this is personal? It has nothing to do with your career?"

"Yes. It is personal. Now, I have to get ready to leave. I'm really sorry. We'll talk when I get back, I promise."

Cameron sat down on her pink sofa and looked at her with her pink luggage. He didn't like the idea of leaving her, because he knew she would never sit down and talk with him again. She was like a rare bird, living in the wild, and he was the bird watcher. He'd gotten close enough to get a glimpse of her, and now she was trying to fly away. He knew that if he let her go, he would never see her again, and he wouldn't have that. He had to do something to stay by her side. He didn't want to lose out on this. He was fascinated by Talia, and he needed time to understand her better. He wanted to know what made her tick. He wanted to get inside her head and figure out what it was that she was thinking. He had to do something so that she didn't slip away from him.

"I'll take you to the airport," he offered. "I just really want a little more time with you. You've barely given me a chance to show you what a great guy I am. Remember, that was the point of the entire evening."

"I said I would call you when I got back."

"I know, but you and I both know that ain't happening. I wasn't born yesterday. I'm naïve, but I'm nowhere near that dumb. I know that I'm just a minor inconvenience to you, but I really think you should reconsider your opinion of me. Why don't you take a chance for once in your life? Let me in. You might like the results."

Talia hated this guy, but she really liked him. He challenged her. Most men let her walk all over them and then leave them behind. Cameron was different. She'd almost forgotten what it was like to treat a man as a date and a personal interest. Sometimes she even forgot to treat them as human beings. She intended to call him when she got home, but he wouldn't believe her. She couldn't blame him for that. How could she manage him? "It's not that. I promise, I'll call you. I'm not trying to ditch you. I just really have to go. I swear, it's not that I want to run out on you." If he only knew that she meant it.

He walked over to her and took her suitcase from her. "Good, then I'll take you to the airport. It's give me a chance to give you all of my phone numbers."

"Well, to be honest, Tyrell is my pilot. He's also my driver. We're just going to drive to the plane. It's supposed to be ready for us when we arrive. With that taken care of, we'll be in the air in a few minutes. There won't be much time for us to talk. You can leave your phone numbers with the guys, and I will call you as soon as I can."

Damn, she got him again. What could he do? How could he keep her with him? He was sure that she would never contact him again, no matter how much she insisted that she would. He couldn't let that happen. He knew he was insecure, but this woman had a reputation, and that made him feel justified. "Well, I think you need an escort."

"What? No, I need to go alone. I can't have you tagging along."

"Why?" he insisted. Tyrell had told him not to push her, but he didn't feel that he had a choice.

"Because, it's personal. I can't tell you any more than that. That's why it's called personal."

"Personal, how? What are you hiding? Why won't you trust me with the least little thing? I don't know a damn thing about you. You won't let anyone in the world know anything about you. You must be the loneliest woman on Earth, with the possible exception of your mother. I give up. Don't call me. I don't have the time or the patience for you. You are the most infuriating woman I've ever met. Good-bye." He turned to walk out the door.

Something happened at that moment. For the first time since Talia had been married to D'mitri, she felt like she needed someone. She was suddenly afraid that she would never see this man again, and for some reason, she couldn't bear that. She also didn't want to become her mother. "Cameron, wait," she said, hoping he would stop. He did. He turned to look at her. "Please, don't leave like this." A tear ran down her cheek. She couldn't believe it. "Are you sure you're ready to find out about my life? There's a whole can of worms there that you may not be able to handle. I mean it. Most people wouldn't even believe me if I told them about it."

Cameron was curious and felt insulted at the same time. "I'm sure I can deal with whatever it is. I'm tougher than I look."

"Okay, do you have a passport?"

"Yes. It's at my hotel. Why?"

"All right. Let's go." She opened the door without answering Cameron. She spoke to Tyrell. "We need to stop by Cameron's hotel and pick up his things on our way to the plane." Despite her firing him, he had never left the hall. She turned again to Cameron. "I'll talk to you about all of this on the way. Now, do you have warm clothes with you? A nice winter coat or something?"

"No, why?" Cameron was still feeling confused. "Is it that cold already in September in Moscow?"

"I doubt it." She didn't know how to tell him that it was even more complicated than he already thought. "We aren't going to Russia. There are some reasons, which I will explain, I promise, that we can't visit with Eduard in Russia. We have to get together in other places. We have our ways."

Cameron stared at her. He was feeling as though he was way in over his head at this point. "Where are we going?"

"Reykjavík." She waited as his face went through about a dozen different expressions. She wondered what he was thinking.

"That's in Iceland, right?" He said no more.

"Yes."

"I guess I'll just stop by the duty free shop on the way," Cameron answered her.

"Okay." She didn't want to make things any worse for him than she already had. "I'm sorry Cameron. Give me some time to figure out how to explain everything to you. There's a whole load of crap that goes with me. I hope you're as resilient as you think you are. If I'm right, you're going to wish you'd never met me by the time this is all over."

He followed her out the door and shut it behind them. "I already am."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER SEVEN
 

 

The jet was a Lear that Talia's mother had given her for Christmas a few years before. A personal jet made it easier for her to take impromptu trips out of the country. It wasn't uncommon for her to have to go to Europe on a moment's notice. Tyrell had been a fighter pilot while he was in the Air Force. He'd worked for her Clarissa for years before he'd come to work for Talia as her chauffer, personal, assistant, bodyguard, and pilot. Cameron was finding out quickly why he had no worries about her firing him. She wouldn't have anyone to take care of her if she ever fired him or Michael, the Yin to his Yang.

The stop in duty free was short and simple. Cameron picked up an L.L. Bean parka and some Thinsulate gloves. He'd bought plenty of sweaters and jeans earlier in the day on his shopping spree. At that moment, he was trying to get his bearings as to what was going on and why they were all running off to Iceland. He had to find out what Talia's unnatural interest in Eduard Gudonov was. It was driving him crazy. They'd been so busy getting off the ground and on their way that he and Talia hadn't had a chance to discuss everything yet.

Talia joined him in the passenger compartment about half an hour after they took off. "Sorry, I sometimes help Tyrell run through the take off checklist before I come back here for the flight." She sat down across from him in one of the plane's swivel chairs. "So, I'm sure you have a lot of questions."

Cameron was starting to get a little punchy with all of the cloak and dagger stuff. "Well of course I have a lot of questions."

"I told you that you would wish you'd never met me. I've told you from the beginning of this whole mess, that you had no idea what you were getting into by messing in my life. I warned you all day and night. You were the one who wouldn't let go. You're like a dog with a bone."

She was right. She'd told him at least a dozen times that he didn't want to get involved in her life. "You're right, you warned me. But, since you've gotten me this far, why don't you just explain what the hell is going on?"

"It's not that easy. First, I have to be absolutely sure that this won't end up in the National Enquirer. Can you promise me that?" She looked him straight in the eye. She wanted to trust him, but she didn't feel that she could.

"Of course it won't. I already told you. I told Melissa that I wasn't going to work for her. I hung up on her on the phone today. Trust me, she won't turn around and want me to work for her after that. She's not the stoic type, if you know what I mean. So even if I wanted to sell this stuff, I have no means anymore. I wouldn't tell anyone anyway."

She watched his face for a moment. "Okay, but just remember, there are people who work for me who are there to protect my privacy. They will attack you, using whatever means necessary, if you even think of talking to anyone about this. Besides, I'm sure that any tabloid would forgive you in order to publish a story about my crazy international family."

He was getting annoyed at all of her threats. "Sure, send the CIA assassins out after me. I don't care. I'm not going to tell your precious secrets. Now, are you going to tell me what the hell is going on here or not?"

Talia got up and went to the other side of the passenger compartment. She opened a small bar and took out two bottles of beer. She opened the bottles, handed one to Cameron, took the other and returned to her chair. She took a sip of the Dragi. Cameron assumed it must be a favorite of hers, since she'd been drinking it all night. She watched him for a moment. He could tell that she was thinking, but about what, he had no idea.

"Okay… You know that I'm on the inside track to Russian affairs."

"Yes."

"I haven't this to anyone in a long time. I don't like to talk about it at all. It's very painful for me."

"I understand. I can't help you with any of it, or comfort you, or even follow, if I don't know what it is."

He was right. She took a long drink of the beer. "I'll start at the beginning. When I was in college, I did some intern work at the United Nations. I was very good with languages, so they put me to work as a translator for the Slavic speaking ambassadors. Eduard was the Russian Ambassador at the time."

"So that's how you met. Man that was back in the 20's."

"2022. He and I hit it off pretty good. Then his son, D'mitri, came to visit him one day. It was in the spring. March 20th. I still remember everything about that day."

"D'mitri?"

"Yes." A look of longing encroached on her face. She got that look every time she thought about D'mitri. "It was love at first sight. We were married less than six months later."

A light went on in Cameron's head. "You mean, Eduard Gudonov, the newly elected President of Russia, is your father in law? Good, God, then that makes his granddaughter, Anya…"

"My daughter. I lived in Russia for almost nine years. D'mitri was an agent of the Detective Administration. He couldn't just up and move to America, so I went there. Anya was born less than a year later."

"What's the Detective Administration?"

"It's part of the secret police. It's kind of like the CIA."

Cameron stared, mouth open, at her. He didn't know what to think about all of this. It was in no way what he'd expected her to tell him.

Talia watched his face. She saw the look. She'd seen it before. Michael had looked at her like that when she'd told him about her past. She hated causing so much angst just by talking to people, but this was what happened when she opened up.

"I'm sorry, I don't mean to shock you like this."

"It's okay. It's starting to make sense to me now. I knew there had to be a good reason for all of your secrecy and trust issues. This is explaining it all."

"Thanks, you're being very understanding. If you've heard enough, just let me know."

"No, I still don't know enough to clear up my confusion. How did you end up working against terrorism in the U.S. and your daughter end up living in Russia? And where is your husband?"

"All valid questions. Let me try to explain." She paused to gather her thoughts. "D'mitri was in the counter terrorism unit of the Detective Administration. That was where I learned a lot about the terrorist world. I learned it from my husband. There's an interesting school of thought for you. He taught me a lot about how those people think, and how they operate. It's given me a real edge over the years. D'mitri's tutelage has made me the leading authority in the field."

"Well, that's a good thing." Cameron tried to follow along as she talked.

"Anyway, after several years of living in Moscow and waiting for him to come back from the field from whatever job he was on at that time, he didn't come home anymore." She stopped to wipe a tear from her cheek. "We wondered what had happened. We waited for a couple of days, and we got a note from the Administration. D'mitri had been killed in a helicopter crash while on the job in Lviv. That's in the Ukraine. I didn't know where that was at the time. I've still never been there, and I know very little about the details of D'mitri's death. I didn't even know that was where he was working at the time." She paused. "It was a horrible shock. Anya was only eight years old. I didn't know what to do. I'd been D'mitri's wife all those years. I'd been a simple wife and mother. My family was my entire life. Suddenly, it was all gone. My whole life was gone in an instant."

"Wow." Cameron didn't know what to say. "I don't want to pry…"

"It's okay."

"How did you end up here and your daughter end up there? Did they throw you out of the country or something?"

"No, of course not. Eduard asked me to stay. He didn't want to break up what was left of his family. Eduard's wife is deceased too. We are his only family as well. It was the damn terrorists who screwed it all up. They took credit for killing D'mitri. Soon after that, that asshole, Percival, up and threatened to kill Eduard and Anya, if I didn't leave. Everyone was upset. We talked about it, and I couldn't figure out what to do, because those Alder Nation punks had a history of going through with their threats. The only thing that they ever seemed indecisive about was their name. Alder Nation, Northern Taliban, whatever. So, I made arrangements for me and Anya to leave the country."

"But she's still there."

"Yes, she is." Talia was annoyed at this point. "At the last minute the terrorists sent another message saying that Anya was to stay behind with Eduard. Only I was allowed to leave the country. I was required to leave the country. I also was never supposed to return to Russia. That was their deal. We couldn't find any way around it, because we couldn't find out who and where they were. They won. They scared me and Eduard. I did what they said to protect what was left of my family. They'd already killed my husband. I didn't want them to do any more harm. I couldn't bear the thought of losing Anya, much less being the cause of it."

"That's why you don't go to Russia." Cameron was starting to get it finally.

"Exactly. Ever since that time, those Alder Nation assholes have been running my family's lives. They zeroed in on Eduard for some reason. They're running his entire life. Every time they contact him and tell him to do something, they threaten my daughter, and he caves. I can't blame him. I don't want anything to happen to Anya either. I'm surprised that they haven't stopped us from meeting in other countries. It's always seemed odd to me that they haven't. The only reason that I've ever come up with for that is that maybe even a terrorist would understand that I want to see my daughter from time to time."

"Okay." Cameron was getting excited, because he was starting to understand. "So, what does all of this have to do with him becoming President? Did they tell him to do that too?"

"You're pretty smart." He was following nicely. Maybe there was hope for this geek. "That's exactly what happened. That so called terrorist group has controlled his every professional move for the last seven years. They've guided Eduard through the ranks to this point. I worry, because it makes me wonder what they're up to. They've never had this much power. I worry about what they're going to try and make him do. They've been pulling all the strings for years. That's why I want to go and talk to him."

"What have they said about your work against them?"

"I'm pretty sure that's why they don't want me in Russia. They knew back then who I was married to. They knew that I powerful and wise connections and they were worried that I would do something against them that was successful. I don't know if they counted on me becoming a leading expert know around the world in the field. Now I'm sure I make them nervous. They try to make it sound as though they don't care about my existence, but they've always been very clear that they didn't want me coming anywhere near Mother Russia."

"I guess I can understand their point of view. I wouldn't want you prowling around my back yard either if I was a terrorist."

"Exactly. That's okay. I've vowed for years that someday I'll get that asshole, Percival, and kill him myself. I owe him for separating me from my daughter for most of her life."

"Remind me not to piss you off." He stopped to think over everything he'd just heard. "I just have one question left."

"Sure, shoot."

"How long ago did your husband die?"

"Seven years ago. I've been a widow for seven years. Shocking isn't it? Most people don't realize that I was ever married. I managed to keep it out of the press. I hated the spotlight. My mother had enough of it for the both of us."

He thought for a moment. "Wait a minute. Are you trying to tell me that you haven't remarried or anything in all that time?"
 "No. I hadn't so much as gone out on a date until tonight. You should feel pretty special right about now." Talia smiled at him. "Don't let it go to your head though. It's not nearly as significant as you might think. You were in the wrong place at the wrong time, that's all."

"Damn," Cameron almost whispered.

The rest of the flight was quiet. Talia had another Dragi and fell asleep on the sofa by the emergency exit. Cameron sat and stared out the window into the night. It was black. All he could see was the light on the end of the wing. It glowed pink, a effect caused by the pink wing that it was attached to.

He was on a plane to Iceland. He was going to meet the President of Russia, who was also Talia's father in law. Terrorists were involved. It was all so alien to Cameron that even he had trouble believing that it was all happening. Regardless of how he got there, he was right in the middle of it. There was no turning back. He was over the Atlantic Ocean and had no place to go. It wouldn't be any easier to get away once they got to the tiny island country, Iceland.

Cameron had wished for some adventure in his life. He'd wished for excitement. He'd wished that he could meet Talia Anderson. He'd gotten what he wished for. He had to be more careful about wishes. They seemed to lead to pink planes and black nights in the sky.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER EIGHT
 

 

Talia was walking across the old town square again in her dream. Almost every time she fell asleep, she found herself in the Eastern European town that she couldn't quite identify. There was a carnival all around her with rides, games, crowds of people, animals, and all kinds of noise and music. She looked backward over her shoulder where someone was calling to her. After she looked behind her, she walked to the black stone house with the lion's head carvings over the door and windows. She opened the door and went inside. She waited in an office. D'mitri came in through the door. They had an argument. D'mitri suddenly turned into a giant serpent. Talia reached into her pocket and took out a gun. She shot him.

There was something different about the dream that time. When she looked over her shoulder at the carnival, she recognized the person who had been calling to her all those years in her dream. It was Cameron Walker.

Cameron had just nodded off when he heard Talia scream. He was so shaken; he fell out of his seat onto the floor. He jumped to her side to try and calm her. Before she was fully conscious, she burst into tears. She shook violently. He put his arms around her, and she collapsed on him like a rag doll that had been discarded onto a floor.

Talia hadn't felt a man's arms around her when she'd awakened since she'd last been with D'mitri. Her semi-conscious state caused her to hallucinate. "Oh D'mitri, I had the most horrible dream! Thank God you're here! Don't ever leave me again."

Cameron didn't know what to say. "Talia, I think you're still dreaming. It's time to wake up now."

She looked at him, realized who he was, and jumped away from him. She stood in front of him, glaring at him. "What the hell were you doing?"

He knew he had to explain quickly. "I didn't do anything. You woke up screaming again. I was just trying to calm you down. I didn't mean to upset you more. Damn."

She sat down in the nearest available chair and stared at Cameron for a moment. "I was screaming?"

"Yes. You woke me up and scared the hell out of me. What on Earth is it that makes you scream like that? You did the same thing last night. It's creepy, and it makes me worry about you."

"I had a bad dream." She really didn't want to talk about it. She was certain that he would think she was insane, just like her mother did.

"I'll say. What could you possibly be dreaming about that would make you scream bloody murder? Is it one of those dreams where you're falling off a cliff or something?"

"Never mind."

"Never mind. That's all you have to say? Look, maybe I can help. At the very least, maybe I can understand why it is that you're going to wake me every night while we're running around together with that blood curdling scream. I really do want to help."

Talia had never told anyone about her dreams except for a psychologist that she'd seen briefly a few years back. The psychologist had told her that she was feeling betrayed because her husband had died, and that she was feeling lost and guilty about something. Talia had accepted the theory at first, because she had felt guilty about leaving Anya in Russia, but she had never felt that D'mitri had betrayed her by dying. After a few sessions, she'd decided to abandon the therapy process, because she didn't think that the psychologist was going in the right direction.

What the dream really meant, Talia had no idea.

She watched Cameron for a minute. "I can't tell you." The tone in her voice left no room for debate. "You'll think I'm insane. Maybe I am insane. I feel like I am."

He didn't want to upset her. He'd discovered already that this woman had a short fuse that was easily lit. "Okay, I can't force you. I just thought that maybe sharing would help you deal with it. Who knows, it might make you feel better to have a friend that you can talk to. Talking is the first step to dealing with issues."

"There's nothing to deal with." She watched him. She could tell that he didn't believe what she was telling him. "Fine. I have this dream a lot. First, Anya is watching me leave with that destroyed look on her face. That part I know is guilt. I hate myself for leaving her there. It has nothing to do with Eduard. He's a great role model and a caring man. I should have raised her. She's my daughter. I feel guilty as hell about all of that."

"That makes sense. Is that the part that makes you scream?"

"No. It's the crazy part that makes me scream."

She watched him watch her. She played with the ring on her right ring finger. "Okay, this is going to sound stupid. I have a dream that I'm walking across some old town square, somewhere in Eastern Europe I think. It's someplace that I've never been to. That much I'm sure of. There's a big carnival going on all around me. I walk across the square, through the carnival and the crowds to a black stone house with lion's head carvings above the door and windows. It's a row of houses, like brownstone buildings. There's only one black one. It's unusual. I turn the doorknob and walk inside. The next thing that I know, I'm waiting in an office and D'mitri comes in. I'm angry, we have a fight, he turns into a giant serpent, I pull out a gun and I shoot him." She waited, but Cameron said nothing. "A psychologist said that I probably have some anger at D'mitri for dying on me like he did. I have no idea what it means, but I think that the psychologist was nuts."

Cameron didn't know what to think. At least she knew her dream was nuts. That was good. He wasn't sure how to respond. Finally, he felt that he had to say something. "So, you wake up screaming because you shoot him? Is that where the dream ends?"

"I suppose that's what does it. That would upset most people. I'm really not sure. It's a dream, and I'm unconscious and have no control over it." She was worried that he was going to decide she was insane. She wanted him to stick around. "I've been having this dream for years. It's awful, and I can't seem to quit having it. It's always the same." She paused. "Except for one thing."

"What?"

"For years, I've stopped in the middle of the carnival and looked back over my shoulder, because someone is calling to me. Tonight was the first time I ever saw who the person was that was calling me."

"Who was it?"

She looked at him silently for a moment. "It was you."

Cameron had spent most of his life living and working in the Pacific Northwest. He was not worldly. His time in Washington D.C. had been the first significant time he'd spent away from his hometown area. Reykjavik was completely alien to him. He looked around in total amazement.

Iceland was a big rock. There were no trees. There was no wood. The houses were made out of corrugated metal. They were generally painted in bright colors like red, orange, yellow and green. The larger office buildings were primarily concrete, and some of them were built over lakes. The park in the center of town sported some small trees that would someday, hopefully, create shade in the city. There were no skyscrapers. There were large buildings like casinos and shopping malls, but they weren't more than three stories tall. The Loftleider Hotel, where they were staying, was one of the biggest buildings in the city.

Talia and Cameron exited the elevator with Tyrell and the bellboy. They each had their own suite side by side by side as they walked down the hall.

Cameron sat by the window in his living room. He gazed out over the city in the early morning light. He hadn't slept on the trip, and he knew that he should be exhausted, but he wasn't tired. He was too wired from all the adventure to even consider sleeping. To him, it was a thrilling adventure. He wondered what was next. He wondered what Eduard Gudonov was like. He wondered what Iceland was like outside of his hotel room. He wondered if anyone spoke English in a country as isolated as Iceland.

He wondered what made Talia tick. Why had she stayed in the terrorist game all these years? Did she really think that she could make a difference? Did she believe that she could help stop the various groups that were systematically blowing up the world one car at a time? Had she really ignored personal relationships with men since the death of her husband all those years ago? Was he being treated differently than every other man in the world by this woman? Was he as lucky as he felt? Only time would tell.

In the middle of all of his random thoughts, Cameron noticed how beautiful the city of Reykjavik was. It was a small city with brightly colored buildings and a large harbor beyond. It was every bit as bustling as any other major metropolitan area in the world. The lack of trees didn't diminish its beauty. Strangely, it seemed as though the views were actually more striking without trees around to block his view. A bustling city in one of the least populated countries on Earth, and at the edge it abruptly changed into barren land. He could see the edge of the city from his hotel window. From city to volcanic fields in less than a mile. He'd never seen anything quite like it. Iceland was a one of a kind place.

There was a knock at his door. "Who is it?"

"It's Talia." He heard the annoyance in her voice. "Who else would it be? Are you expecting someone?"

He walked to the door and opened it for her. She walked in. She'd changed clothes. She wasn't wearing pink. She had on a black suit with pin stripes. Her blouse was royal blue. She reminded him of a movie gangster, only far more attractive. At least it wasn't pink. "You look nice, or should I not notice things like that? I'm trying not to offend you."

"Thanks." She smiled back. "I try to look presentable whenever I'm visiting with my family. I'd love to get rid of that Percival bastard, so I can spend time with them more often. I miss them."

"Did you want me to go with you, or would you like me to wait here? I'll do whatever you wish."

She smiled at him. She'd gotten the impression that although he was honest and had morals, Cameron was rude. Now she didn't know what to think of him. It had been, so far, the most considerate thing he'd said to her. "Do you want to meet them?"

He couldn't believe it. She might actually let him come along. "I would love to meet them. Could I really go?"

"I've been a little hard on you, huh? Of course you can come along. I wouldn't have brought you all this way for no reason. I want them to meet you. I think they might even like you. I can't promise, but they might."

"I can only hope. I would understand though if you wanted some time alone. You don't get to see your daughter very often. It must be an emotional time whenever you're together."

There was a knock at the door. Cameron answered it. It was Tyrell. He came in to join them. "I thought I might find you here," he said to Talia. "I have something to tell you."

"What is it?" Talia asked.

"Anya isn't with Eduard," Tyrell said. He waited for an answer. Talia walked away. "Now, it isn't because of him not wanting you to see her, or anything that stupid. It's worse. It's that damn Percival dude again. He forbade Eduard from bringing her along. He didn't say if there was a reason why."

"Bastard," Talia mumbled. "Sometimes it seems like he just does these things to get at me," She told Cameron. "I don't even know why he would care if I see my daughter. What's it to him? I will never understand what any of this has to do with Percival."

"Why would he want to get at you, personally?" Cameron asked. "It doesn't make sense. I'm sure whatever his motivation is; it's about his cause or whatever."

"I know," Talia agreed. "It just seems so damn personal at times." She paused. "It's almost like he wants to get me and Eduard out of the way so he can pull something. I can't explain it. I know a lot about terrorist groups, and this guy and his flunkies are different. I can't follow why they insist on controlling my family. Every time I turn around, he forces us to do something that has no bearing on any terrorism cause."

"That does seem odd. What would he have to gain by not allowing you to visit with your daughter now? Why would he think that the two of you would go packing to Iceland? I think you're being a little paranoid about the whole thing. It doesn't make any sense. How would he even know you were here?"
 "No, that asshole knows where we meet up. He also knows where we go on our mutual vacations. He knows everything about us. It's disturbing. He's made it plain over the years that there's nothing that he doesn't know about us. Why us? That's what I need to know. That's what I've never been able to figure out."

"I've always said that you two must know that son of a bitch," Tyrell commented. "I've always been afraid that some night, after I left you and went home, that he would send someone to snatch you away. I'm surprised that he's never done anything like that. Ransom can be a lucrative source of income."

"That's ridiculous," Talia scoffed at him. "No one would miss me enough to pay ransom."

Cameron laughed. "You might be surprised. There's someone who's willing to pay for everyone. It's just like there's someone for everyone. I think he wants the two of you to be out of the way. Maybe he knows something about Anya, and he's doing it so she'll be alone while everyone is out of town."

"That's stupid," Talia snapped at him. "If he was doing this crap to get me and Eduard out of the way, it wouldn't be so that Anya would be alone. She has all kinds of security watching her."

"Then why would this guy forbid her from coming?" Cameron asked.

"Maybe he wants to get to the girl," Tyrell muttered.

Talia stared at Tyrell. "That doesn't make sense. Why would he suddenly do something to her? He's had every opportunity over the years that he would have right now, and he's never so much as crank called her. She's always been carefully watched by security, because of the threats from the Alder Nation. Why would he suddenly think that he could kidnap her? Why would he suddenly decide to try?"

"Her grandfather was never President before," Tyrell noted.

Talia's eyes grew wide. That son of a bitch.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER NINE
 

Eduard Gudonov sat in the living room of his palatial suite in the Loftleider Hotel, waiting to talk with Talia. He didn't know what to say to her. He'd let himself be used for years by the terrorists that she loathed and wanted dead. He felt like a fool letting the animals that Talia worked to destroy run his life. He hated feeling that Talia saw him as weak. He'd liked her immediately when he'd met her at the U.N. He'd been delighted when his son had married her. Talia had been like the daughter he'd never had. Anya had been a gift that he'd never imagined he deserved.

Eduard's life hadn't been all power and glory. He'd been born on a communal farm outside of Sklyn, not far from Luc'k in western Ukraine. His parents had moved to Moscow when he was a baby. He'd learned to speak Muscovite Russian, as well as the Ukrainian that his parents spoke. By the time he'd gotten to University, he'd decided to go into politics. He'd gone into the military, where he formally filed for Russian citizenship. He went from there into intelligence with the FSB, and then became an ambassador to the United Nations. That was where he'd met Talia Anderson.

Eduard's success in politics was the balance to the disaster of his personal life. He'd married just after he joined the Navy. His wife, Anya, was abducted by terrorists when D'mitri was eight years old. Eduard had wanted to chase them down and kill them the way that Talia wanted to kill Percival, but he was bound by policy. It was the government way. Most countries do not tolerate or negotiate with terrorists. It's the norm. That's the way it's done. The terrorists killed Anya when Eduard hadn't obeyed their demands.

Anya's death caused a rift between Eduard and his only child. D'mitri blamed him for his mother's death. Eduard didn't know how to make an eight year old understand, and by the time D'mitri was older, they were almost completely estranged. Until Talia had entered the picture, family relations were few and far between.

D'mitri was raised primarily by nursemaids and nannies until he went away to the Russian Naval Academy. When D'mitri returned home, he joined up with the anti terrorism division of the Detective Administration. Eduard had worried about D'mitri working in such a dangerous position, but the choice of career seemed to calm the rocky waters between them some, forcing Eduard to accept it.

When D'mitri married Talia, Eduard had been the happiest that he'd ever been with his personal life. Suddenly, it was like all the unpleasantness had never transpired. It was as though he and D'mitri had always been close. Once Talia and D'mitri were married, they all acted like a real family, and it was then that Eduard decided that they should always be a family no matter what.

When the two named his granddaughter after his late wife, he was honored. The years that he spent with D'mitri, Talia and Anya all around him were the happiest years he could remember. Despite all of the yelling and screaming over political issues, Eduard had been happy with life during the marriage of D'mitri and Talia.

Then, with one helicopter crash, it was all gone.

As a tear rolled down his cheek, Eduard was snapped back into the present by a knock on his door. He jumped up, wiping the tear from his wrinkling, aging face. He stopped in front of a mirror to check his designer suit and tie to make sure they were all unkrinkled and straight. He ran a comb through what was left of his gray streaked hair. He had to look his best for a visit with his only daughter. The term in law didn't fit. They were family, and not distance, or even death, could ever change that.

Eduard pulled open the door anxious and smiling. "Talia! It's been too long. I miss my girl."

Talia ran into Eduard's open arms. She loved him like a father. She'd never had a father herself. Clarissa Anderson had only loved one man in her entire life—Benjamin Wentworth. He died shortly before their wedding. Clarissa found herself pregnant and widowed before she made it to the altar. Benji—as her mother called him, worked for the CIA. He was killed while on assignment only a week before their nuptials.

Clarissa had never even dated again. She told Talia a little bit about her father, but the relationship was hard for her to discuss. Clarissa was heartbroken when her fiancé died. She hated to talk about it, because it hurt too much for her. Talia never understood, until it happened to her. She always thought that somehow that had been the first piece of the puzzle of what caused her mother to have her nervous breakdown and become a hermit.

As a result of Clarissa never dating or even leaving the house, and Talia's grandfather passing away before she was born, Talia hadn't had anyone but Tyrell as a father figure in her life until Eduard came along.

She missed Eduard terribly since all of the terrorist stuff had started. She wanted to have her family back together. The whole reason that she pursued her career in anti terrorism was because she always hoped that she could free her family of the terrorist animals, so they could continue with their lives. She'd been working on it for the seven years, since D'mitri had been killed. At the time, she'd been ordered out of Russia by that bastard, Percival. She hadn't found out how to get rid of him yet.

"Eduard!" Talia exclaimed, as she hugged him with all her might. "It's great to see you!" She leaned away from him. "Have you lost more hair? You never had to worry about losing your hair when I was around. Why don't I come home? I'm sick of living alone in Washington. It's boorish to say the very least. I would much rather take care of publicity for you than put up with a bunch of lobbyists and congressmen trying to con me and talk down to me."

Cameron was watching from the doorway, where he stood with Tyrell. The woman never ceased to amaze him. He'd gotten used to her tough exterior. He thought that she didn't have most human emotions. Now he saw her acting like a little girl with her daddy. He wouldn't have ever believed it if he wasn't seeing it himself. He hated to interrupt, but he was beginning to feel weird standing in the hall. He cleared his throat to get her attention.

Talia stopped and turned to look at Cameron. She blushed like a teenager. "Oh, I'm sorry. Eduard, this is Cameron Walker. He's a computer geek that has inadvertently ended up traveling with me." She turned to Cameron. "Cameron, this is President Elect, Eduard Gudonov."

The two shook hands. Eduard smiled. "So, someone has finally caught my little girl's attention. I never would have believed it."

"Now, I wouldn't put it that way. It's a long story. Let's just say that I wasn't going to get away without him coming along. He's stubborn and bull headed and opinionated and has no idea what he's getting into. Tyrell wasn't any help either." She shot Tyrell a look. Tyrell smiled back at her. He knew she liked Cameron. "Anyway, we're not a couple. We're just, I don't know, friends I guess. Compatriots, partners in crime, whatever you want to call it."

"Well friends, why don't you come in and get out of the entryway?" Eduard suggested. Tyrell and Cameron came inside the living room. They shook hands with Eduard and said hello. Cameron immediately sat on the sofa, not sure how to behave.

The suite had a northern rustic theme that was indicative of Icelandic décor and made it very casual and inviting. Icelanders were informal and happy go lucky. They worked hard and played hard, but only spent a little time standing on ceremony. Tyrell flopped down on one end of a plush sofa, while Cameron gingerly sat on the other.

Talia sat down in a recliner opposite everyone else. Eduard sat down in between the two guys on the sofa. They were all sitting right in a row, as if they were waiting for Talia to judge them in a contest. Talia wasn't in the mood to catch up at the moment. She had things on her mind that needed discussing before the small talk started.

"So, you went ahead and became President."

"Yes," Eduard answered her flatly. "I know you didn't approve of that one, but I decided that it was for the best. I was the best candidate, regardless of the chaos in my personal life. I don't need any Alder Nation terrorists telling me that I should be president. I am the man for the job. I don't need your input. If this had happened under any other circumstances, I would presume you would approve."

"I'm not arguing that. Of course I would approve if it were under other circumstances. I just don't think that you should put yourself in such a powerful position under these circumstances. The Alder Nation has been running every single aspect of your life for years. Whenever they tell you to jump, you're supposed to ask 'how high?' Do you really think you can break free of that now that you're President? They're going to end up running the whole damn country, using you as a puppet. Do you want that? Do you want to face the possibility that they will ruin what has finally been accomplished in Russia? I don't know if following their orders is the best way to alleviate any of this. I don't see how you can sit back and let them call all the shots in a country that you joined up with. You weren't even born there. You live there because you want to. Now it could all go down the drain."

"That's not necessarily going to happen."

"Didn't they already forbid you from bringing Anya with you to see me? And didn't you obey them? It's just getting worse; it will continue to do so. As long as you let these people tell you what to do, they will run everything. Not only will they be running all of our personal lives now, but they will also be running Russia. That's probably what they've been working for all these years. They've made you into their own personal political voice. Now they have a chance to take over the country through you. Think about that. That's frightening. Everything that we've all shouted at the top of our lungs about is going to come crashing into our lives in a manner that can't be stopped. I haven't ever told anyone about the connection that you have with these people, because I didn't want any harm to come to you or my daughter, but this is too much. I think the time has come when we have to take this to the Detective Administration, or the CIA, or the United Nations, or someone. Something has got to be done about this group and its leader. If you want, I'll do something myself. I'm almost to the end of my rope. Something has to happen and soon."

Eduard sat and stared at her for a moment. His face saddened. "You're talking about the ruination of my entire career."

Talia paused and looked at all of them. She didn't like always seeming like a bitch, but someone had to be practical. She couldn't let some punk terrorist group take over the world starting with Russia and her family. She'd lost enough to these people, and she wouldn't lose anymore.

"I don't want that. I just don't want them to blackmail you into doing what they want you to. That could also lead to the ruination of your career. We don't have to tell anyone that this has gone on for years. We'll tell them that it's just started since you got elected. No one will ever know the difference. All I'm saying is that we need to stop it now. If we don't do something about it, they will end up ruling the world, and you'll be the accessory."

"What about your safety?" Eduard asked Talia. "What about Anya's safety? Do you really want to lose anyone else to these animals? My life would have been a lot different if I'd started doing what terrorists told me to a long time ago. I would have had a son who respected me and a wife who loved me. To me it doesn't seem as though arguing with this type of person is the right thing to do."

Talia saw that frightened look on Eduard's face. She hated that look. She'd gone along with him for years, because she knew that he couldn't stand to lose anyone else. She understood that if anything happened to her or Anya that he would blame himself. She didn't want to cause him any more pain, but it just couldn't continue. The animals which he referred to had done enough damage, and they'd gained enough power. They were going to continue to push world leaders to their limits until they ruled the world. It was too much. Talia couldn't think about that eventuality. It had to stop. She'd had enough.

"You're finally in a position where I don't believe these animals can hurt you or Anya," she told him. "You are the President now. You are in charge. It's your job to be in charge. You have the best security in the World. You're safe—get used to it. No one can hurt you without going through the very best of the best. Anya is in your care. She'll have the same security. Now is the time to take them on. Now is the time for you to take action, and maybe I can take them down. I've wanted to for years, but I've held off because of all this nonsense. Give me the word, Eduard. I'll find them and put them out of business."

Over the years, Eduard had worried about Talia's state of mind. He heard the arguments that she'd had with D'mitri. They hadn't been happy in his opinion, but when D'mitri was killed, Talia nearly went mad with grief. He was not able to comfortably approach her about it, and he didn't want to bring such a touchy subject to the forefront at the moment.

Eduard let out a heavy sigh. "Maybe you're right."

Tyrell, who rarely even spoke during the visits, jumped in. "You know, Eduard, I never say squat, but I gotta say, this time I think she's right." He paused to look at Talia's shocked expression. He didn't think it was an angry one, so he continued. "Talia has had evidence for years that could help get rid of these people, but it wasn't complete, and she didn't want to defy you or get you killed. If she actually had a chance to follow up on some of these leads, she might be able to get rid of the entire group. They aren't noted for being a big group with a lot of independent cells or anything. These guys are more like a local gang. If they get into a position where they're calling the shots about running a major world power, they could actually become a problem in the global community. They might expand and create independent cells. They could end up being like a colony of Cockroaches, like Al Qeada. I'd consider giving her a chance to take care of it. She's your best shot. She's the guru."

"Thanks, Tyrell." Talia was surprised to hear that he agreed with her. He hadn't said much about the business in years.

Eduard hadn't ever talked to Talia about evidence or information about the group. He'd always avoided discussing anything that might endanger his family, of which she was a part. "How do I know that this won't be a disaster? How do I know that you or Anya won't be killed because I do something about this?"

Talia smiled at him. She'd been waiting for years to have this conversation. "Do you want to know how I know I can take care of these morons? Because the asshole, Percival, their esteemed leader, won't let me in your country. That's how I know. He's scared of what I can do. He doesn't think I'm some stupid woman. He's wary of me, and frankly, of my intelligence. If he keeps me out of the picture and out of his way, he doesn't have to worry about me ruining his life. Also, if he can keep me thousands of miles away from my daughter, I'll be less likely to get up the nerve to take him on. He knows that I would never do anything to endanger Anya, and if I can't be near her, I can't protect her. It leaves me with a weak spot. It's the ancient divide and conquer mentality. Unfortunately, he's right about using it, because it still works."

"She's right," Tyrell jumped in. "If he didn't fear this lady here, he wouldn't be messing with her family. It's just a hostage tactic. He's doing anything he can to keep her distracted. That way she won't be able to concentrate on finding and destroying him."

"Okay, it all makes sense," Eduard said. "But what if we can't protect her? What would you do if something happens to her? I can't honestly think about it. She's like a daughter to me."

"You don't have to protect me. And I don't have to protect Anya anymore. Don't you see?" Talia was getting frustrated. Sometimes politicians, especially Russian ones, didn't see the big picture. "You are the one with the impenetrable security. I can work now, because they can't get to Anya. They've cut off their own noses to spite their faces. They've put you in power to use you, but they've put you in a position to finally fight back. Think about it. They've sprung a trap on themselves."

Cameron sat and listened. He was fascinated with the woman. She was brilliant. He was completely infatuated at this point. She had a cult of personality that could catapult her to ruler of the world. She had him mesmerized in a way that he'd never been before. In front of him, there was an American woman swaying the basic beliefs of the President of Russia. The implications of it were staggering. Thank God, it was all in the best interests of the entire world.

Eduard finally spoke. "I wish I had your confidence. I've lost too much in this world already, to risk losing anything else. I have to think about all of this. I have to be sure that you and Anya are going to be safe, before I allow you to go messing with these animals. I'm too old to start over. I want to keep the few family members that I have left."

"Thank you for thinking about it," Talia said. She respected him and loved him too much to push any further. "Okay, well, enough of that. How about dinner?" She stood up and smiled. "I love the Hard Rock Café here. They serve cucumbers on their lamb burgers. It's even better since they built the new one. The old one didn't last because they didn't have a good chef. They don't have that problem now."

Before anyone could reply, one of Eduard's security team came into the room. He motioned Eduard to come with him. They left for a moment. Talia didn't so much as blink an eye. He'd been in politics for decades, so she was used to such interruptions.

When they returned, Eduard's face was completely devoid of color. Talia knew something was wrong. "Eduard, what is it?"

He could hardly speak. "I've just gotten word that there has been an incident involving the group that calls itself the Alder Nation."

"Oh, God, what happened?" Talia asked. She knew it had to be bad from the expression on his face. Her stomach suddenly felt sick. She had an awful gut feeling.

"I don't know how they got through security, but they've kidnapped Anya."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER TEN
 

 

Talia gaped at Eduard. She was speechless, but her mind was racing. The first thought she had was of finding Percival and killing him with her bare hands. She fantasized about putting her own hands around his neck and choking the life completely out of him. She worried that he would harm or kill her only daughter. She worried that what was left of her family would fall apart, and there would be no way to have a normal life ever. She worried that Eduard would suffer or even die from the trauma of the whole mess. She worried that she would have a nervous breakdown of some kind, and she worried that it would happened before she made sure that her daughter was safely back at home.

Her mind kept working with random thoughts flying through her head at a million miles a second. She had a gun. She didn't have to touch him. Had she brought it with her? Did she have bullets? How many shots would she have to fire to make sure Percival was dead once she found him and rescued her daughter? Could she find and rescue her daughter? Of course she could. The idea that anything would happen to her only daughter was ridiculous, and even if it wasn't she couldn't think about that possibility. Where was Percival? Under what rock was he hiding? Where did he have her daughter? He'd better not lay a hand on Anya. How would she locate them? How long would it take her to get there? How would she stage the rescue? How long would she end up going to prison for murdering him? No, that wouldn't happen. The whole world community wanted terrorists dead. Good. That was the one thing that wouldn't be an issue. He had to be someplace in Russia. Or did he? Most terrorists were exiles and lived in countries other than the ones that they were trying to change and control. Great. He could be anywhere in the world. There had to be a way to find him. They'd found Osama Bin Laden finally. Everybody was found sooner or later. Saddam Hussein was found in a hole. Osama Bin Laden was found in a cave. When Talia found him, she would rescue Anya and then she'd kill him. It was that simple. How she would accomplish it, she had no idea.

Talia blinked her eyes and came back to the real world when she noticed that Tyrell was snapping his fingers in front of her eyes. "What!"

"Good," Tyrell said. He heaved a sigh of relief. "I thought we'd lost you there for a moment. You had that look that your mother gets from time to time. That makes me worry. You can't do that. You have to be strong now."

"Sorry," Talia replied. She turned to Eduard. "Look, I know how you're feeling. She's my daughter. I just refuse to let that bastard win. I can't sit here and wait for him to make demands. I have to do something. I want him dead. I've waited for years. Please, let me find this asshole and kill him. I don't want to so much as give someone else a chance. He killed my husband, he's terrorized all of us for years, and now he's kidnapped Anya. He's done enough. Let me go after him, Eduard. Let me get a gun and shoot him myself. I need closure. I no longer want to play with him. His game isn't fun anymore."

Eduard sat and looked at her. He could see the look in her eyes. She was so passionate. Everything Talia did, she threw herself into. She always did everything the best, or the most, or with the most enthusiasm. It was her way. He admired that about her. D'mitri had been the same way. He'd often presumed that it was the main attraction between the two of them. He felt that it was also the main cause of the arguments that he remembered them having late at night. They both reminded him of his deceased wife in that aspect, and of his granddaughter. He felt that he was the only one in the family who wasn't extremely passionate in his ventures. Of course, one didn't get to be President of a major world power by being overly emotional or passionate.

He wanted to tell Talia that she was flying off the handle. He wanted to tell her to let it go and let professional field agents take care of the situation. Then he realized she was the professional who could get the job done.

Eduard sighed. "If I told you to wait, or be patient, or let someone who's not so involved take care of this, would you listen?"

Talia scowled at him. "No. That bastard stole my baby." Tears started to well up in her eyes as she strained to keep from sobbing. "I need to find him and kill him. It's the only thing I can think about. No one, but no one steals my baby. No one dares to touch a hair on her head. She's all I've got left after this whole Alder Nation nightmare. She's the most important thing in the world. I have no reason not to kill him. No one does this to me. No one will take her away from me ever again. I don't care what any of you say, I will never be away from her again. I've had enough. He needs to know that. I'll tell him before I kill him, just so he's crystal clear about my feelings on the subject."

Cameron watched the discussion, and he was amazed. These people were discussing this like most people would discuss a child running away from home to marry their girlfriend or boyfriend without their parents' permission. He couldn't imagine being in that situation. He couldn't imagine what Talia was going through. He could see that she was a loose cannon, but he didn't know her well enough to know whether she would do something irrational or something effective. People reacted to problems in different ways. He had no idea where Talia Anderson's anger would take her. He did know that he was in for the long haul. He wanted to run screaming back to the Pacific Northwest and hide from the real world, but he couldn't leave her side. He was infatuated, to say the least. He would never let Talia down. He knew that somehow he would be able to help her with her fight. He would stay with her no matter what.

Eduard spoke after several minutes of silence. "I don't want anything to happen to you. You are not to take off and try to fight this battle by yourself. You take security. If you don't have enough, I'll send mine with you. Do you hear me?" His eyes were serious, and he was not going to accept any less than what he felt was necessary.

"Yes," Talia muttered. "As long as I can go after him finally, I'll do it however you want me to. I have to do this, Eduard. I have to put an end to it all."

"Let's start by making some kind of a game plan," Tyrell joined in. "I refuse to take off with you, until we have some clue where we're going and what we're going to do when we get there. Right now, we don't know where this guy is, or where Anya is. It won't do her any favors if we run off with no clue where to go."

Cameron made his decision. He was in. "Tyrell is right. We need to find some way to track this guy. Once we locate him, the rest should be pretty cut and dried, right? You're the experts in terrorism, but I would suppose that first you find him, and then you go where he is and take care of him. Am I right?"

Talia looked at Cameron, shocked. "Are you saying that you want to come along?" She couldn't believe that her computer geek would risk his life this way. "It's a dangerous situation. People die when these Alder Nation assholes play their games. What they treat as a game is actually a sick kind of terrorism warfare. They're dangerous and unpredictable."

"I know that." Cameron was feeling insulted. He felt that she still saw him as some kind of wimp. "You know, I might come in handy. A brain is a wonderful thing to have along for the ride. I might think of things that you're too close to the mess to think of."

Talia looked at him for a moment. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to imply that you couldn't handle yourself or anything. I don't know you well enough to know whether you're trained to fight in any way. You're right. Brains are good to have in a situation such as this."

"I'm not trained to fight at all. That's very true, but, you do need help tracking this guy." He waited for her reply, but she just looked at him. "I'm your computer geek remember? Maybe I can help you find him. I probably understand any technology that he may be using better than you do."

"Hey, that's not a bad idea," Tyrell jumped in. "We've tried to trace this guy for years. Maybe you can help, man. That would be awesome, 'cause we really need to find him, and we need to find him fast. Kidnappers don't generally have a lot of patience, much less when they're terrorists."

"Okay," Talia replied. "Maybe you can help Cameron. There's no time to waste. What's your idea? How could we track that animal?"

Cameron thought for few minutes. He looked at the man who'd come in with the message in the first place. "How does he send messages?"

Leonid, the security man, shrugged his shoulders. "He normally sends a text message, like this one." He handed a paper to Cameron. "We know he uses a cell phone, but he also uses a blocker. We haven't been able to track his location because of that. Sometimes he calls, but the same exact thing. When he calls, he uses a distortion device on his voice, so we can't trace that either. He e-mails once in a while, but that too has a blocking program, and he manages to do it without using any kind of an address for the sender. He stays hidden. He never communicates by any form of messenger or mail delivery service. He never uses paper at all. We have no information on who this guy may have been before he became a terrorist leader or anything. He crawled out from under a rock one day, went and hid and that was it. When he attacks, he comes out of nowhere and returns to nowhere. No one has ever had any kind of a tip on who he really is or where he may have his headquarters. There are no independent cells that we know of, so we can't get information about him by arresting the members in the cells. There is no trail to follow. He's more anonymous than Bin Laden ever was. If you can figure out anything, I'd be impressed. Good luck."

Cameron studied the papers. Everyone watched him. Finally he looked up. "Why don't you all go and get something to eat. This could take a while."

Talia was amazed. "Do you mean that you think you can do something here?"

"Look, the guy stays hidden by using advanced technology. I invent advanced technology. My mind works in jigsaw puzzles. Most of the stuff I ever invented was to solve some kind of problem or create some kind of problem for others. Just like this guy does. It's all a matter of figuring out what he's doing so that I can undo it. That's how it works. Go and eat. I'll get started on figuring out the puzzle. Who knows, by the time you get back, I may be able to find out where he is."

"Are you serious?" Tyrell asked. "We've worked with computer companies for years. They spent countless hours in labs with no results. They could never figure anything out."

"Well, you never called my company," Cameron shot back. "Now, go and eat, and bring me back one of those lamb burgers with the cucumber on it." He smiled at Talia. "Go, really." He got up and walked over to her. He looked her straight in the eye. "Have I ever lied to you?"

"Not yet. Except for the bit about being paparazzi. I've only known you for two days."

He smiled a big smile at her. "Well darlin', you ain't seen nothin' yet."

Three hours later, the group returned to Eduard's suite to find Cameron and Leonid watching TV. They'd figured that they would return to a room full of hustle and bustle as they tried to come up with some way to track Percival's location. The calm in the air worried Talia.

As Talia entered the room, Cameron rose and came to greet her. She handed him the container with his burger in it. "Well, how's it going?" She asked him.

"Great." He flashed her a huge grin, as he took the container. "Smells good. How was dinner?" He walked to the table and sat down to eat.

"How was dinner?" She was instantly frustrated. He knew what she wanted to hear. He was purposely changing the subject. "Dinner was fine." She paused and waited for him to talk, but he started to eat. "Okay, what the hell is going on? You're sitting here watching TV. Did you figure out where that ass is or not?"

"Not yet," he replied as he swallowed a bite of the burger. "That's good," he said, indicating the burger.

"So, did you give up?"

He smiled at her again. "Of course I didn't give up. I'm just waiting for something to be delivered. Then, once I set up, all we'll have to do is wait for him to contact us. When he does, you will know his exact location."

Talia couldn't believe it. "You mean, we can find him?"

"Unless he's got something other than what I think he has. I looked at all the transcripts that I could find. Then I went through the satellite time schedules and stuff. He seems to know where all of the government satellites are. He seems to avoid all their schedules for one area. I would guess he's somewhere in the Ukraine, or maybe Poland, Hungary—could be Romania. Somewhere in that vicinity."

"You got that from time schedules?" Eduard asked. "How did you think of that?"

"I got it from one of her books." He motioned to Talia. Then he spoke to her. "You noted that most of these terrorists go out of their way to avoid satellites passing over where they are. Remember? You said that it was part of their paranoia. I checked the schedules for both Russia and the U.S. Then I checked the times on his transmissions for the last several months. After I filtered all the information through a program that I whipped up, I came up with an area. Now, I'm waiting for a phone to be delivered. Then I can trace his precise location."

Talia was impressed. He'd used her books to help him track the terrorists. She started to feel that maybe she was too close to the situation. The stark reality of the situation was that she didn't care that she was too close to it. She was determined to be the one to win this battle, regardless of how close to it she was emotionally.

"That's pretty impressive," she said, flatly. "But, what do you mean, your waiting for a phone to be delivered?"

Cameron loved impressing her. He'd been looking forward to her asking him about that. "Well, I developed a phone with some programming in it for just this situation. I marketed it last year. It can deactivate the blocking used on most phones, and it also uses a GPS to pinpoint the caller's location. Unless this guy has something that I haven't dealt with before, this phone should find him."

Tyrell was sure that Talia was in awe of this geek by this time. He certainly was. "Damn, man, who are you, Q?"

Cameron looked a little confused. "Who?"

"Q," Tyrell answered him. "Didn't you ever watch James Bond?"

Cameron suddenly realized where he was coming from. "Oh, yeah, the gadget man."

"Yeah."

Cameron smiled bigger. "I guess just call me Q."

Eduard was entertained with the whole conversation, but he had some questions that he was surprised no one else had asked yet. "I hate to change the subject, as it were, but where is this phone being delivered from? If it's coming from the States, it could take longer than we have in this case."

"Don't worry," Cameron answered, feeling like a peacock strutting his stuff at this point. "I made a few calls to the company that I used to work for, and I got a list of the exclusive customers that invested in the phone I'm looking for. It turns out that Nina Friederichsdottir was one of the customers on the list."

"Who?" Talia asked, confused.

Eduard smiled. "The President of Iceland."

"Bingo," Cameron said, starting to get into the whole game of intrigue. "It took me most of the time that you were out to find out where to find a phone of that model that was close enough to borrow or buy. I mean really. We're in Iceland. You can't just go down to the corner phone stand and buy one of these. You're lucky that the President here is a personal friend of the CEO of Global Technology Solutions Inc.—my former employer, and she's also a technology junkie. She should be sending someone to drop it off for me any minute. I really owe her one for this."

"Why didn't I know about this device?" Talia asked. She was starting to feel like she was behind on something in the world and it didn't make her happy.

Cameron grinned at her again. "You didn't call my company. I told you that before. You and your friends always call those government contracted companies. I was in the private sector, baby."

There was a knock at the door. Cameron and Leonid looked at their watches. "That should be the phone, now," Leonid announced. He walked over to answer the door.

"Madame President," Eduard greeted her. "I didn't realize that you would be making your own deliveries."

A middle aged lady with a surprisingly smooth complexion, and dyed blonde hair, stood in the doorway smiling at Eduard. "Eduard, it's so good to see you. How long has it been? I hear you've decided to run your country. I'm looking forward to having a summit with you."

Eduard smiled shyly, like a schoolboy. "I think I would like that. But, for now, I have pressing business to attend to. I can't thank you enough for lending us this equipment."

She handed him the phone. "What do you need this for? Better yet, why don't you have one? These things are fabulous. Now, I want to meet the inventor. He said he was here." She looked around the room. Her gaze stopped directly on Cameron. "I'd bet any amount of money that you're the genius that came up with this little gizmo."

"You'd be right," Cameron said, smiling as he walked over to her and shook her hand. "It's an honor to meet you, Madame President."

"You have no idea how much I love this gadget. To be honest, I use it to keep track of my sixteen year old granddaughter more than anything else, but its genius. I love it. My granddaughter lied to me and blocked my GPS constantly until I got this phone." She turned to Eduard. "What did you say you needed it for?"

"I didn't, Nina. It's top secret. I'm sorry, but I'm sure you understand."

"I guess that means that you're not going to tell me. Well, then I'll settle for dinner with you, Mr. President. I'll let you take that gizmo with you for as long as you need, but when you bring it back, I want you to bring it yourself. Then, we can go out to dinner. I won't take no for an answer."

Eduard had known her for years. She'd always had a thing for him. She was very attractive, especially for her age. He guessed it was true what he'd heard about Icelandic women aging gracefully. He'd been avoiding dating her because she lived in Iceland. He smiled and blushed. "You've got a deal."

Her whole face lit up. "Finally, after all these years, you're going to go out with me?" She walked over and kissed him on the cheek. Then she headed toward the door. "It's about time you took me up on that. I'll be waiting for your call. Ciao!" And then she was gone.

Talia grinned at Eduard. "You old dog, you! I didn't know you had a thing with the President of Iceland. You never told me about her."

Eduard walked over and handed the phone to Cameron. He turned to look at Talia. "There are many things that I don't tell you about."

"Okay, let's get on with it," Cameron said, turning the phone on. He looked around the room at everyone. "That is, if we're done discussing Eduard's personal life." He began to push buttons. Everyone else just sat and watched him. He took a small chip out of the phone and inserted a different one. "Okay, it's all set. I transferred Eduard's SIM card to this phone. This baby here has programming that will undo whatever he's done and let us track him. Tracer phones are the answer to today's location problems. I designed it for things like Madame President said. Teenagers are extremely creative. There were a lot of programs created so that parents couldn't keep track of their kids. The better the locators, the better the programs to throw them off. It's difficult to keep up with the youngsters who don't want their parents to know where they're having sex and drinking." He finished working with the phone and sat it down on the table.

"Now, what?" Talia asked.

"Now we wait for him to call," Cameron answered.

"What if he doesn't call?" Talia asked him. She was starting to feel as though they might be barking up the wrong tree. It seemed to be the only shot they had at finding him. What if he didn't call? What if she never saw her daughter again?

Cameron saw the look on her face. "He'll call."

"What makes you so sure?" she asked, sounding more frightened all the time. "He may decide to leave us hanging and take my daughter somewhere that I will never find her.

"Has he ever stopped calling in all these years that he's been threatening and harassing your family?"

"No."

"Well, then why would he stop now?"

"What a wise ass," she thought.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER ELEVEN
 

Talia didn't like the idea of waiting around, but what else could she do? Cameron explained to the group that the next time that the skies over South Central Eastern Europe would be clear of satellites was late the following morning. He strongly doubted that there would be any calls in the meantime. He'd theorized that the calls came in when there were no satellites overhead of the area where the terrorists were. He'd analyzed the call patterns and come to the conclusion that, while it was an outdated threat, it was causing paranoia within the Alder Nation leader's head. Talia couldn't find any reason to doubt Cameron's theory.

They agreed to meet for breakfast, and then they left Eduard and Leonid, and went back to their own suites. Talia rode the elevator with Tyrell and Cameron. In the middle of the trip she felt as though she couldn't breathe. Suddenly, it was as though someone was standing with both feet planted firmly on her chest. She recognized the signs of an anxiety attack.

Talia's mother had suffered from anxiety attacks throughout Talia's childhood. Many times Clarissa had been hospitalized for treatment. Talia had been young then. She'd thought that her mother was just nuts. Now she was wondering about her theory. Was her mother nuts? If so, maybe she was nuts too. Realizing that it was more than she could ponder with everything else on her mind, she blocked that train of thought. She needed to unwind. She refused to take pills or end up in the hospital. She believed that if she was with someone that maybe their company would keep her from losing her mind.

She and Cameron stopped at his room door. "Well, good night," Cameron said. He unlocked his door. "I'll see you first thing in the morning."

"Good night," Talia stammered. She started to walk down the hall. She stopped and whirled around to look at him. "Can I ask you something?"

Cameron stopped in his doorway and turned to look at her. "Sure." He noticed the pained expression on her face. "Are you going to be okay?"

"I'm having trouble breathing." A tear rolled down her cheek, but her chest still felt too compressed for her to breathe properly. "Stupid huh?"

She was the most amazing person he'd ever met. When her face looked that way, he wanted to fix it. He was already trying as hard as he could. "No. I don't know how you're handling it as well as you are. Every day I learn about something new that's involved in this mess. I couldn't handle what's happening at this moment. You've already been through years of trauma, and now Anya is missing. I think you're probably the strongest person I've ever met. But that's just my opinion."

Talia couldn't help but smile through her tears. "Thanks, that makes me feel better."

"Would you like to come in?" He wanted to take care of her—nothing more. He hoped she wouldn't think that he was hitting on her.

"Yes. I don't think I can sit in my room all alone tonight. Are you sure you don't mind? I've already been quite an imposition on you."

He smiled. "Of course not. I probably won't sleep anyway. It's too much excitement for me, but don't think that you're an imposition. I'm used to being bored with life. Adrenaline is a new thing to me, and I like it. Come on. I'll make us some drinks. We'll watch a movie or something."

Talia followed him into his room. She called Tyrell to let him know that she wouldn't be in her room. Tyrell listened, then hung up the phone and smiled. The computer geek was the best thing that had happened to her in all the years he'd known her. He hoped she didn't screw it up.

Talia slipped into unconsciousness on the sofa in Cameron's suite in the middle of an old Arnold Schwarzenegger film. His movies were regulars on the classic movie channels. "The Governator."

The dream began again. She was twisting her wedding ring as she walked through the old town square. Or was it her wedding ring? It looked the same, yet different. There was a carnival. Where was she? She wondered if she'd been there before, and it just wasn't striking a nerve, or she'd never been there, or if it existed at all? She was walking across the square. Why was she there? What did it all mean? She heard a voice; she turned to see Cameron yelling something at her. She couldn't make out what he was saying. As though she was watching a movie with the sound turned down, she could see that she understood him in the movie that was her dream. She turned and kept walking.

There it was, dead ahead of her. A whole row of stone houses. The black one stood out. She walked straight to it. There were lions head carvings above the door and windows. She turned the doorknob and entered.

She stood in an office, waiting. She twisted the ring. She did that when she was nervous or scared. The door opened. D'mitri walked in. Why was she dreaming that she saw him? He was dead. She knew that. That was the one thing in life she was certain of. Why was the dream torturing her? She'd had dreams that tortured her since his death, but this one made no sense to her. They argued; she didn't know about what. He turned into a giant serpent, towering over her. She pulled out a gun, leveled it, and shot him.

She woke up on the sofa screaming.

Cameron came running from the bedroom to find her sobbing on the sofa. He'd heard the scream before. He knew that she must have had her dream. He sat next to her on the sofa and put his arm around her shoulders. "The dream again?" he asked. She nodded, but could not stop crying. He held her and waited for her to calm down. Her breathing was heavy. He was frightened that she would hyperventilate so much that she would pass out. Cameron wanted desperately to help rid her of the dream.

"I don't get it," Talia said, once she finally caught her breath. "Why am I having this dream? It doesn't make sense. I've had dreams over the years, but this one is disturbing. It's so real. Why would I run into D'mitri? How would I run into him? He's dead. He's been dead for years. Why does he turn into a serpent? Do you know what that means?"

"No," Cameron replied, being careful not to say the wrong thing and upset her even more.

"That supposedly symbolizes ultimate betrayal." She sniffed and wiped her eyes. "Why would I feel that way? He died. How could I blame him for that? It's not as though he went to the Ukraine to get killed. He was murdered in the line of duty. I don't hate him for it. I don't get why the dream goes the way it does."

Cameron had so many questions to ask that he didn't know where to begin. He needed to know more about Talia's past if he ever could hope to help her. "I really want to help you through all of this."

"That's nice of you," Talia replied.

"Thanks. Would you let me try to help? Sometimes an outsider can gain much needed perspective on a situation that's this emotional. I understand that you don't want to talk about it or even think about it ever again, but maybe I could help."

"You're right. I don't like to dredge it up all over again. It's so hard to think about all of this stuff. Every time I think about what's happened to my family, I want to take a pill or drink a drink that will give me total amnesia. It's that painful for me. I've blocked out everything that I can, but that dream keeps invading my mind, and I don't even know what it means."

"I know. And I understand that you don't want to talk about it." He paused. "I just don't think I can help unless I know more about you and your family. What do you say? If you let me in, maybe I can help."

Talia sat up and looked into Cameron's eyes. She wanted to find some reason not to trust him, but she couldn't come up with anything. He seemed just as chivalrous as King Arthur had been. "I don't know what to tell you. There's so much. We were married for years, and he's been dead for several more. I don't know what might help you help me. I don't know if I can remember everything. It was so long ago, and I've tried to forget most of it. What do you want to know?"

Cameron pondered that for a moment. "I think that if you just answer some questions, I might be able to get a grip on some of this."

"Okay, ask me anything." She saw the skeptical expression on his face. "Really. I mean it."

"Were you happily married?" he asked, knowing that she would take offense to his question.

"What do you mean, were we happy? We were very happy. He was killed, he didn't leave me. How is that supposed to help you? It sounds self serving to me."

Now he was skeptical. She was way too defensive. "Sorry. So you had the perfect marriage. I'm not trying to upset you. My mistake. So, you never argued about money, or jobs, or Anya, or in-laws, or nationality, or beliefs, or your relationship, or anything ever. Is that what you're trying to tell me? I've never heard of a relationship like that. I could only hope that someday I have a wife who agrees with me about everything. The problem is that she would have to be totally under my control, and I can't picture you allowing a man to totally control you."

Talia stared at Cameron. She hadn't thought about all of this in years. Her thinking had been very selective since D'mitri's death. She'd told herself not to dwell on bad things, and remember the good times. Now, here was this man wanting to dredge up every little thing. "Of course we argued. We were human and married with child. There's no way to avoid a little ordinary arguing. Every couple has disagreements. I meant that none of them were important."

"What did you argue about?"

"Why is this what's important to you?" she asked, a nasty tone settled into her voice.

He realized that there was a lot about her relationship that she didn't wish to speak of. "I don't know. I guess it has to do with the fact that people don't sit on pedestals well. You've got this perfect picture conjured up. I'm afraid that your picture only exists in your mind. I believe that if you jar your memory a little, you may find the answer is right inside your head. Nothing is perfect. Not even your husband could be perfect, regardless of what you say. He'd be the first perfect man I ever met. So, why don't you tell me about the real D'mitri?"

Talia was insulted. "He was perfect. I don't care what you think. You didn't know him. I idolized him. I wasn't good enough for him. You have no idea what it's like to live with a great mind. It's intimidating. It makes you feel like an idiot when you're in the presence of superior thinking."

Cameron scoffed at her. "Well, whatever he was selling, you were buying hook, line and sinker."

"What the hell is that supposed to mean!"

"Did he make you feel like an idiot? From what you just said, it sounds like he kept you feeling stupid. In America, we call that abuse."

She hadn't even realized that she said that she'd felt like an idiot until it was already out of her mouth. She started to think that Cameron should have been a psychologist. "I guess I did feel like an idiot sometimes, but you don't understand. You had to know him to understand. D'mitri was so smart. His ideas and beliefs were ahead of his time. He had all kinds of great ideas for how to make the world a better place. He had ideas about getting rid of the giant gaps between the rich and poor. He had wonderful ideas of how to make sure everyone had a job. He was brilliant. He wanted to make the world a perfect place."

Cameron wasn't about to tell her how much she sounded like a Trotskyite from the early 20th century. He was starting to see that she had been married to a cult of personality. She'd bought into every egomaniacal thought he'd thrown her way. No wonder he'd married her. She was probably the only person around that believed every word he said. He hoped that she was the only person on Earth that he believed every word he said. If he'd had a following, he could have been a very dangerous person.

Cameron wanted to approach the rest of the conversation cautiously. "So, you believed in everything that he believed in? You never thought that his ideas were wrong?"

She thought back. There were some things that she'd decided years ago weren't worth thinking about. She considered them trivial little differences that didn't make any difference. He was dead for God's sake. What good could it possibly do to dredge up stupid ancient arguments?

"I sometimes thought that his government ideals were a little radical." She felt a tear roll down her cheek. "He hated that. He thought I was too liberal. He said that radical change was the only real change. He didn't believe that small changes would ever amount to real reform in any system. He had a tendency to think a little like a revolutionary. I always believed that it was the Russian in him."

"Was he a Socialist?"

Talia found the concept shocking. "Of course not. Why would he believe in something that his own country had proven couldn't work? I told you he was brilliant. That would be stupid."

"What you just said made him sound like a Socialist."

Talia was thinking again. It did make D'mitri sound like a Socialist. Why hadn't she ever realized that? "Do you really think that? I never thought that before. He didn't seem like he would lean toward Socialism. I felt that he was in favor of some kind of hierarchy. He liked to be in control. I couldn't see him instituting programs that were more communal than hierarchical."

"What do you mean that he liked to be in control?" Cameron asked. For her not knowing anything about D'mitri but the perfect stuff, she was sure remembering some damning items.

"He had trouble with authority at times. I'm not sure how to describe it." She couldn't believe that she was remembering this stuff any more than Cameron could believe she was saying it. "He threw his heart and soul into his work, but he hated doing anything that his father wanted him to do. He didn't like it when I tried to make him do something, even if it was something that he liked to do. He just didn't like to be told what to do. It made him crazy."

"And did the two of you fight about control issues?"

"Sometimes." She didn't want to answer that question honestly. "We mostly argued when it came to Anya. I wanted to raise her to be a free thinker. It was my reasoning that maybe my daughter could change the world. He didn't think that she should believe anything except what he believed. We did clash on that point quite often."

"That sounds like a pretty big issue. Who won?"

"No one. That was a new argument that we started having at the end," Talia replied. "We never got to resolve it, because he got called away to work and ended up dead. I felt bad. All he really wanted was for his little girl to look up to him. I never should have bothered with that argument. It all seems moot now that she doesn't even live with me. I have no input in what she believes now." She started to wipe her eyes.

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to bring up all this unpleasantness. I was just curious what your life with him was like. I felt that it must have some bearing on your dream. There has to be a reason that you're having that dream. You just have to find the reason. Looking back is the best way to sort it all out." He'd noticed throughout the conversation, that Talia had been fidgeting with a ring on her right hand. "I only have one more question."

"Shoot." Talia was happy that she was going to be able to stop thinking about all of it soon.

"That's a beautiful ring. I noticed you fidgeting with it the entire time we've been talking." He gestured to the ring on her right finger. It was a beautiful gold band with blue birds painted on it. "Is it special to you?"

Talia hadn't realized that she was playing with the ring. It was a nervous habit, and she'd been trying to stop it. She looked at the ring and back to Cameron. "It's a nervous habit, my fidgeting. Yes it is special. It's my wedding ring."

He felt about two inches tall. "I'm sorry," he apologized. "I shouldn't have pried. It's beautiful. I didn't think about it. It's on your right hand."

"In the Uniate Church they wear them on their right hands. It's a Ukrainian tradition."

"You mean he wasn't Russian Orthodox? How can that be? I thought that all Russian's were traditionally members of the Russian Orthodox faith? And he's from Russia."

"His family ties to the Ukraine are stronger, I guess. That's where Eduard is from."

Cameron sat and watched her for a moment. "Why is it that everything keeps coming back to the Ukraine?" he thought.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER TWELVE
 

 

Why did everything keep coming back to the Ukraine? Cameron's head was spinning, trying to fit all the pieces together. The paranoid satellite piece of the puzzle indicated that these people may be working or living in the Ukraine. D'mitri was killed in Lviv, Ukraine. The family belonged to the Uniate Church, also Ukrainian. He thought that the terrorist group must have a leader or an important member that knew Talia's family personally. That was all that he could think of. That would explain why they were picking on them. Maybe it was yet another family member. If her family had ties to that country, then the person who'd been doing all the blackmailing and now kidnapping may be some blood relation or old friend of Eduard's. Cameron needed more information.

"How are your in laws tied to the Ukraine?" He asked Talia pointedly.

Talia looked at him as though he were stupid. "I thought everyone in the world knew after all the publicity that Eduard has had with his career. Eduard is from the Ukraine. He was born there. He has cousins there and an aunt. His parents were born and raised there. They moved to Russia when Eduard was a baby. They didn't want to live in the country on a farm anymore and they moved straight to Moscow. Why?"

"Did Eduard ever fight with his aunt's family?" Cameron asked.

"I don't know. You'll have to ask him. Why?" She was confused.

"I don't want to start anyone thinking crazy, but everything that's gone on around here seems to be connected to the Ukraine somehow." He paused. He wasn't quite sure how to explain it all. "Eduard is from there. All of the family ties are there. D'mitri was killed there. All evidence suggests that the Alder Nation is headquartered there somewhere. The family belongs to the National Church, for God's sake. Why? There has to be some Ukrainian connection there."

Talia was shocked. She couldn't believe that she'd never thought of that before. Cameron was turning out to be quite an asset in this part of her life. She was way too close to the whole situation, and he was right. There was something about the Ukraine and her family. "D'mitri was investigating that very group when he was killed. He told me a little bit about it. At first, I thought I was just in shock and being irrational, but later I was sure that I was right." She muttered.

Cameron broke in. "Right about what?" He asked.

"I was married to him for almost nine years. He worked for the Detective Administration for all those years. He'd never even gotten close to being in danger. He was always one step ahead of anyone that he was investigating." She saw the look on Cameron's face telling her that he thought she was speaking of him as the man on the pedestal again. "I'm not saying this because of my having him on a pedestal." She insisted. "It's just that until that last trip, I never worried about him when he was in the field. He always told me what he was doing and where he was going to be. He normally bounced his plans for capturing people off of me before he went into action. He told me that he was flying to Lviv to arrest an Alder Nation leader when he left. He said that he was going to take a helicopter from the airport to their exact location. He said that it was for the element of surprise." She stopped and thought for a moment. "I don't know if it was the fact that the whole plan sounded ridiculous or what, but I had a bad feeling about the whole thing from the minute he left the house. It was the only time that had ever happened."

"And that was the time he was killed." Cameron finished her thought for her. "There must be some missing pieces here." Cameron said, mostly to himself. "Why would that trip seem different to you?"

Talia pored over everything she could remember. Cameron sat patiently and waited. She remembered that they'd had a fight. That wasn't unusual. They clashed a lot. She couldn't remember all of what the fight was about. She remembered that part of it had to do with Anya. Talia had thought that D'mitri had been harsh because he'd forbidden her to read a magazine. What was the magazine? It had been so long ago that she couldn't even remember exactly what the argument had been about.

"We'd had a fight before he left that time." She said finally. He could tell that she was still trying to think back as she talked. "There was some magazine that Anya had been reading, and D'mitri thought it was awful. I thought he was being harsh, and that Anya deserved to form her own opinions about the world. I remember telling him that she would make the right choices and that he needed to let her learn some things on her own." She paused. Then she remembered. "I remember!" She exclaimed. "I don't remember the name of the magazine, but it was some militant thing that talked about radical action to rid the world of terrorists. You know, one of those publications advocating nuking the whole Middle East and stuff like that in order to rid us of terrorists."

Cameron was confused. "Wasn't he against terrorism?" He asked. "Wasn't that what he did for a living?"

"Yes." Talia answered, getting a little annoyed. "But he was also against radical action, and he hated nuclear anything. He wasn't upset about the premise, just the reactionary tone of the whole thing. He always said that people should look at the big picture and quit being so damn emotional about things." She paused again. "He always thought that I was too emotional about things. Sometimes he hated that about me too."

All of a sudden the phone rang at the end of the sofa and startled them both back from their intense conversation. Cameron answered it. He looked at his watch, jumped up from the sofa, and said, "Yeah, we're on our way. I lost track of time. No she's here. We're coming." He hung up the phone and turned to Talia. "I lost track of time. It's about time for the satellites to clear out of Eastern Europe. If this Percival guy is true to form, you may be getting a message soon."

Talia felt a lump forming in her throat. She heaved a sigh of anxiety. "Okay, let's go and see if we can't find this bastard, so I can kill him." She saw the expression on his face. "Don't look at me like I'm some premenopausal, psychotic, killing machine. That bastard killed my husband and stole my baby. I owe him at least one."

Cameron opened the door for her. "Remind me never to piss you off." He said as she walked past him and out the door.

Tyrell met them at the elevator. They all rode it to Eduard's suite on the top floor. Then they played the waiting game.

Cameron had said that all they could do was wait for a call or a text message. They sat and watched TV. They paced the floor from room to room to room. They paced the hallway. Eventually, Cameron found himself alone in the kitchen with Leonid, Eduard's bodyguard.

Leonid was starting up the coffeemaker for the third time that morning. "So, how long have you worked for Eduard?" Cameron asked him.

Leonid didn't even turn to look at him. "Twenty years." He answered.

"That's a long time." Cameron responded, hoping to strike up a full blown conversation.

Leonid spun to face him. "What is it that you want to know?" He asked, sounding angry. "And why do you want to know whatever it is?" He stood two feet away from Cameron, glaring at him.

Cameron stood his ground. "I'm just trying to help her with this recurring dream she's having. I was just wondering if she had horrible nightmares when she lived in Russia. You know, I'm not a criminal. I'm trying to help out."

Leonid nodded his head. "I know. I just get touchy. They're like royalty, you know, the politicals. Every time they fart, it gets in the paper or on the Web or TV." He paused. "What do you mean dream?"

"She's just been having a really bad nightmare over and over again lately. She wakes up screaming." Cameron shuddered. He saw the look of suspicion on Leonid's face. "I just happen to be around when she falls asleep. Don't read anything into it that isn't there, sport." He saw the smile fade from Leonid's face. He ignored the look and went on. "I'm not sure how to help her out with it, but I feel like someone should help her get rid of it."

Leonid thought back to when D'mitri and Talia were in Russia all those years ago. The coffeemaker finished. Leonid started getting cups from the cabinet. "No, I don't remember any nightmares." He said as he grabbed five cups and set them on the counter. "I just remember all the awful arguments."

"You heard them argue?" Cameron asked, surprised.

"Yeah, all the time." Leonid recalled. "It was terrible. They should have divorced long before he disappeared."

"Disappeared?" Cameron questioned his terminology. "I thought he was killed in a helicopter crash."

"That's what they say." Leonid replied flatly. "It could be. I just always wondered about it."

"Why?" Cameron was mystified at this point.

"Are you sure I can trust you?" He asked.

"I'm just trying to help her with her bad dream." Cameron assured him.

"All right. I never told anyone about the fights, because I like Talia, and I wanted to protect her pride. D'mitri was a real son of a bitch to her. He treated her like a child at best, and at his worst, he was a real prick." Leonid explained. "He always told her how stupid she was. He told her that she had no idea what she was doing as a mom, and that he should hire a professional to raise Anya and send Talia back to America. He used to say things that I can't even remember because I blocked them all out."

Cameron was stunned. Talia had described their arguments as normal. This was not normal. "He threatened to send her back to the U.S. and take her daughter away?"

"Yeah, all the time." Leonid told him. "He was mean, just evil. I'm pretty sure he was cheating on her, but he never really came out and said it. He would say things that eluded to it. I heard him tell her once that he could pick up a better woman off of a street corner. He said that she didn't know how to please a man in bed, she couldn't cook, she had no job skills, she had no clue what was going on in the world. The list goes on and on. The day he left on that trip, he told her it was over."

Cameron's grew wide. "He told her what?"

"He told her it was over." Leonid said it again. "He told her that he was never coming back and that she would have to leave the country forever and go back to America where all of the macho sluts lived. He said that she would never be allowed to muddy the reputation of Russia by sticking around. He said that he would send for Anya, and she would never see her daughter again. He told Talia to pack her things by the time he got back. Then he never came back."

Cameron didn't know what to think. Was that pure coincidence? What else could it be? Talia had blocked the whole damn thing out of her mind. She probably didn't even remember the argument. She was still mourning him, and he'd told her that he was kicking her out of the country and out of his life? How could she love a man that hated her? What the hell was going on?

Leonid was watching him. "Can I tell you anything else?" He asked.

"Hey you guys, get in here!" Talia called from the living room. "It's show time!"

The two men forgot about their conversation and went running into the living room. Cameron ran to the cell phone which he had perched on a stand on the coffee table. There was a text message coming through. It was definitely Percival.

"What's he saying?" Cameron asked. He was looking at the display, but the message was in Cyrillic, and he didn't have a clue how to read it.

Leonid joined him. "It says, 'I have Anya. She is safe. I won't hurt her. Do not look for her. She is mine now. If you come after her, I will kill her. I will contact you with instructions as necessary as to how you will run the country, once the inauguration is over. Do not contact the press. If you have any questions, I will contact you at regular intervals. The next will be a phone call for Q & A. Percival.'"

Talia looked at Cameron who was working with the phone and a computer at the time. "Can you track him?" She asked, hopeful. She wanted so badly to get this guy.

"I think so." Cameron told her. He paused. "How can this be?" He asked, rhetorically.

"What?" Talia asked, not liking the tone of his voice.

Cameron looked at Eduard. "Did you tell anyone where you were going?" He asked.

"No, why?" Eduard replied.

Cameron ignored his question and looked to Leonid. "How about you? Did you have any reason to tell anyone where you were going?"

"No." Leonid answered.

Cameron looked to Talia. "You didn't have time to tell anyone where you were going, did you?"

"No, why Cameron." Talia started to question him. "What's going on?"
 "Tyrell?"

"No."

Cameron just stared at the screen of the computer. "These visits are common with the two of you, right?" He asked, his back turned to everyone at this point, as he just stared at the screen.

"I don't know if you would call them common. We've always kept them a secret, because we've always kept everything a secret." Talia told him. "We didn't want the family saga to interfere with Eduard's political career, especially since our very lives seemed to depend on his continued success."

Cameron turned to face them. "Is there any way that any of you can think of that Percival could possibly know where you are?"

"He's kidnapped my daughter." Talia noted. "Maybe she told him."

"I don't think she would do that." Eduard cut in. "I taught her well about giving out information about anything. I really don't think she would have told him."

"Well, I don't know. This guy must have a specialty device on his phone. He must have anticipated my phone's capabilities." Cameron told them. "He has to be jamming my program and leading me on a wild goose chase."

"What makes you say that?" Talia asked.

"Because, I tracked him, and the location is right here in Reykjavik." He said.

"That son of a bitch." Talia muttered.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 

 

Talia couldn't think straight. Percival couldn't have known where they were. Anya wouldn't have told him. She was sure of that. How could he have found out? What if he was really in Reykjavik? No, he couldn't be. If that were the case, then the satellites and the timing wouldn't have coincided with his transmission. How could he track them? She sat and thought as she twisted her wedding ring. She saw Cameron watching her, but he wasn't talking. He was thinking too. How could he have tracked them to Iceland?

Cameron couldn't believe that Percival could get the best of him in a technology battle. How could he have deactivated the jamming on the phone and traced it? He couldn't have. He may have a device to jam my tracking program, but he couldn't have tracked me. How the hell did he find out where we were? He couldn't be in Iceland, because of the timing and its relation to the satellite schedules. He had to be in Eastern Europe—didn't he?

There had to be another piece to all of this. Every time he told himself that he got several more pieces. D'mitri hated his own wife. He was leaving her when he'd been killed—or disappeared as Leonid had said. Talia was mourning a man who hated her. Why? If Percival was in Iceland, then where was Anya? He said she was with him. Was Anya in Reykjavik? What did Percival want anyway? Did he really think that he was going to be able to run Russia through Eduard? How crazy was this guy? He had to find out a way to counteract Percival's jamming and track him. They needed to know where he was so that they could rescue Anya and deal with the Alder Nation once and for all.

He stared at Talia as she thought and twisted that wedding ring on her finger. Why did she care about this man? Didn't she remember the horrible fights that Leonid had described to him? He needed to know that she was remembering things accurately. Rose colored glasses just wouldn't help the situation. They need more information, and if Talia was blocking things out, she may be blocking something that could give them a clue. She was the one who'd lived with D'mitri and learned about terrorism, and more importantly, counter terrorism from him. Whatever he knew about Percival, she was the one he most likely would have told it to. She needed to remember, if there was anything to remember.

He said what he had to. "Talia, we need to talk." He told her.

She looked at him with all the weight of the world on her shoulders. "What." She muttered.

"Come in the kitchen with me." Cameron told her. "It's personal."

She followed him into the kitchen. She saw the look of concern on his face. "What." She muttered again.

"I was talking with Leonid." He told her. "He told me that you and D'mitri had a terrible fight before he left that last time." He watched her face. "Do you remember it? At all?"

Her lip started to quiver. "I try not to." She said, barely above a whisper. "Why?"

"He told me some of what he heard. I think that you may have some shred of information that may be able to help us find this Percival guy and get Anya back." He waited for her reaction. There was no response. "I know you don't want to remember this stuff, but was there anything about Percival, the Alder Nation, or anything that might pertain to all of this? Did he say anything before that day about it that you can remember? We need information, and D'mitri was the only one who had any. Did he tell you anything that might help us find them? Please, think carefully. You're the only one who might have some information tucked away inside of your head."

Talia's eyes welled up with tears. "I don't know. I've blocked out all the bad, and anything about Percival is bad."

"I know." Cameron sympathized. "It's just that I'm having an awful time finding him, even with the best in tracking. I've thought of everything I can. I'm not sure I can counteract whatever he's using against me. That leaves me at a loss. If you can remember anything that might shake him up when he calls for his Q & A, maybe he'll screw up. If we can catch him off guard and knock him for a loop somehow, then we might be able to find him. Please."

Talia stood with tears rolling down her cheeks. Cameron just wanted to hold her, but he thought it improper. She stared blankly into space, trying to think of something. "I don't know what kind of stuff you're looking for. What happened between me and D'mitri was of no consequence to this group or their leader."

"I know that, but did he ever say anything about this asshole to you?"

Talia thought as hard as she could. Every time she thought about this stuff, all she could think about was that horrible fight. She remembered all the terrible things that D'mitri had said to her before he'd left that last time. Suddenly, something struck her. "Oh my God." She mumbled.

Cameron saw the light bulb come on in her head. "What? Did you remember something?" He asked.

She walked into the living room where everyone else was. They had waited several hours for the message to come in from Percival. The sun was shining through the windows, casting a red glow as it set in the early evening—fall in Iceland. Cameron followed her. Eduard spun around to see her tear stained face.

"What is it?" He asked as he ran to her side. He looked at Cameron. "What have you done to her?" He demanded.

"I don't know." Cameron answered him. "I just asked her to think back, and tell me if she could remember D'mitri telling her anything about Percival."

"How could you do that?" Eduard snapped at him. "Do you have any idea how painful that is for her?"

"It's okay! God!" Talia yelled at everyone. "At least Cameron isn't tiptoeing around me and my whole life. He's right. I do have to remember. It's the only way to win this fight with Percival." She looked at Cameron. "D'mitri knew him."

Cameron couldn't believe this. When he'd asked her to remember something, he thought it would be some statistic about him, or some characteristic in his attacks. "Wow." He said, stunned. "Are you sure?"

"Yes." Talia said, tears welling up in her eyes again. "It was an offhanded comment during that fight. I remember it. He said that Percival was right, and that women were all like Guinevere. He said that Percival thought that all women were was a distraction that held no real loyalty. He said that Percival thought that all women were born traitors, and that anyone who trusted them would be betrayed." She paused. "If he heard all of that from Percival, he must have known him." She surmised.

"Indeed." Eduard replied. "Do you remember anything else?"

Talia thought. "Yes. D'mitri said that he was going to kill an old friend when he left."

Everyone sat and looked at each other. Leonid was the first to speak. "So, this Percival person was someone that he'd known for some time. It could have been some friend from school or the military or a member of the staff. It could have been anyone."

"It could have been someone that knew a lot about the family." Talia reasoned. "Back in those days, we used to meet my mother for visits here in Reykjavik. She didn't like the risk of the press any more than we did."

"So, Percival could be getting information from someone who's known the family for years." Eduard said.

"If that's the case, then maybe he didn't outdo your phone, Cameron." Leonid noted. "He may have had information that told him we were in Iceland."

"Jesus." Cameron replied. "He may be right here in Reykjavik." As everyone started to look at one another in panic and excitement, Cameron ran to his computer. He started typing and swearing. Finally, he stopped and turned to the group. "If this transmission was really coming from Iceland, then he's on a boat in the harbor, right next to the casino."

"That's only half a mile away!" Talia exclaimed. "We have to go and check it out."

It was dark out by that time. The harbor was poorly lit. In Reykjavik, the harbor didn't do much business in the winter, and in the summer there was light 24 hours a day. Therefore, the harbor board had opted to put very few lights in the area. Most of the light cast on the harbor was from the lights from the avenue, Grandagardur that ran along the shore. There were very few boats in the harbor at the time. It was fall and most of the summer vessels had gone home. Talia could barely make out the boats that were there. She looked up and down the moorings. She only saw ten various craft in the water.

Which one was it? Was it any of them, or was it a wild goose chase? Percival scared her. Her view of him was of a psychotic, with a twisted mind, who only wanted to torture people. Was he here? If so, where was he? She looked at the two small freighters. No, it wasn't either of them. It couldn't be the one that resembled a Coast Guard Cutter. It wouldn't be a tugboat. It had to be one of the leftover yachts. But which one? She didn't want to go busting into some innocent person's yacht.

The men all let her go ahead. They all knew that they couldn't deter her if they'd tried. They all stayed behind and watched her work. She was the expert. She was the one who could find him. They were just politicians, bodyguards, and computer geeks.

Cameron watched her with awe. She was an incredibly graceful creature. She was so strong. She was going through more than he thought he could deal with, and she was only getting stronger. How did she do that? He was glad that she was doing it. If things continued on the way that they were going, she would need the strength of a thousand souls to get her through it.

Suddenly, Talia came to a halt, right next to a moored yacht. She stood and stared at it as the others caught up. "This is it." She whispered.

The men looked at each other. It was a beautiful luxury yacht. It must have been at least a 60 footer. There was a name painted on the back of it, but none of the men could understand it. "How do you know?" Cameron asked her.

"Shh." She scolded him in a whisper. "He could very well be in there. This boat is definitely Percival's."

"But, how can you be sure?" Eduard asked again.

"I can tell by the name." She whispered back.

"I can't read the name." Cameron replied.

"It's in Icelandic." She told him. He just stared at her. "My training in college was in languages. That's how I ended up and the UN and met all these people in the first place."

"I'm sorry, I forgot." Cameron told her. "I've absorbed a lot in the last couple of days. What's it called?"

"Morgana." Talia said. She saw the puzzled looks. "Am I the only one who read Le Morte D'Arthur?"
She paused. "She was Arthur's sister. She betrayed him by fooling him into impregnating her with his seed. She gave birth to Mordred who was the eventual downfall of his own father, Arthur?" She waited. "Percival is obsessed with King Arthur. This has to be his boat."

Cameron looked at the yacht. "How would Percival learn to speak Icelandic?" He asked.

"Maybe he hired someone to take care of the thing, paint it, and berth it here." Tyrell suggested. "He couldn't have sailed it here in the time that we've been here. It must have arrived before we did, or maybe it's always here and he just flew in because he found out we were here."

Talia thought about that possibility. "He's been planning this thing from beginning to end, hasn't he? He's probably kept a boat here for a long time just so he has someplace personal and discreet to stay when he comes to spy on us here." She said to whoever might answer her.

"He's been pulling all the strings with me for years. Perhaps he anticipated this visit in the wake of my victory in the election that he insisted I be a part of." Eduard stared at the boat. "Perhaps he's been here waiting for us to show up."

"So, you mean he was waiting here, and wanted me to track him?" Cameron asked. "Why would he do that? Then you would know who he is and have a chance to arrest him."

"Showdown." Leonid muttered. "He wants to finish this once and for all. He's tired of all the games."

"But, why here?" Cameron asked.

"Why not?" Leonid returned.

Talia stared at the yacht for a moment. She turned to Leonid. She was at a loss. "So, now what do we do?" She asked.

"Well, I'm guessing he's not coming out of there." Tyrell answered. "I guess that means we go in. I'm ready."

"No." Talia said as she stuck her arm out to stop him. "He wants to have it out with me. He always has. I'm going in there. I'm going to face him."

Cameron stepped up beside her. "Not alone." He told her. She could tell there was no room for discussion. "I tracked him. I get to go with you."

Talia rolled her eyes at his machismo. "You could be killed, you know." She informed him.

"I don't really care." Cameron challenged her. "Now, do you really want to stand here and argue until morning, or would you care to get this over with?" He loved arguing with her and winning.

"Get a gun." Talia said as she pulled her own Glok out of her holster. "Are you ready to play with the experts?" She asked him.

Tyrell handed a Beretta 9mm to Cameron. He took it and stared at it. What had he gotten himself into? Then he looked at Talia. He just didn't care what he was doing—he was doing it for her. "Let's go." He smiled at her.

Talia stared at him. He was in no way prepared to deal with this. She was likely to get him killed. She wouldn't be able to deal with the guilt of him getting hurt and it being her fault. He really was the best thing that had happened to her in years. How could she endanger him like this? How could she risk the life of the only man that had turned her head since the day she'd met D'mitri? She knew how—because he wouldn't let her push him aside.

"Fine, follow me." She whispered. She turned to look over her shoulder at him as she climbed the steps onto the boat. "Try not to get killed." She said. She turned to look onto the deck of the boat. "You son of a bitch." She muttered under her breath. She couldn't quite suppress the smile on her face.

 






  







CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 

 

Talia had never been in the field before. She was an analyst. She wasn't sure if all the textbook crap would work. "I guess I'll find out." The deck of the boat had lounge furniture on it, but it was covered and stacked. There were no lights in the steering room, or anywhere else that she could see. The yacht seemed to be deserted.

She didn't know what to think. If there was no one there and there hadn't been for quite some time, which was how looked; then how did they track him here? She got a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. She knew something was terribly wrong. Of course there was something terribly wrong with the whole mess, so she wasn't sure what the feeling was a reaction to. She looked around. There were no signs of life. What the hell was going on?

Cameron climbed onto the deck behind her. He looked around and got the same feeling. Something was wrong. Why was the boat deserted? Why was Percival leading them there if no one was there? What went on in that twisted bastard's mind?

"What do you think?" He whispered to Talia.

She didn't turn to look at him. She was still trying to find something about the scene that made sense. "I don't know." She whispered. "I don't like this. This is the way every bad horror movie in the world begins."

"Do you still think this is Percival's yacht?" Cameron asked her.

"Yes." She said complete certainty in her voice. "I just don't know what he's up to. There aren't even any footprints on this deck. There hasn't been anyone here in a while."

"You can tell that?" Cameron asked. He wondered how she knew things like that.

"Can't you tell?" She sounded annoyed. "There's a scummy, slimy film all over the deck. If someone had been here in a month or more, there would at least be footprints on it. It looks like no one has been on this boat in a long time." She quit whispering. "So, I guess he really threw us off. It's just another wild goose chase."

Cameron looked at the deck. Talia was right. There was some kind of shiny watery coating on it. If someone walked on it, it would definitely have made a footprint or some kind of mark. Percival must have left a clue behind. He couldn't just leave a dummy boat sitting in Reykjavik Harbor without leaving some kind of clue, even if only by accident.

"Well, I'm taking a look around." Cameron announced. "He might have left a real clue for us somewhere."

"Do you really think he would do that?" Talia asked him.

"Not intentionally." He scoffed at her as he walked by her onto the deck. He motioned to her to follow him. "Come on. No one's perfect. He must have left something behind that we can use to find him. Everybody's luck runs out sooner or later. Everyone screws up sometime."

Talia hated it when Cameron was right. She didn't want to look around the boat. She was kind of afraid of what she might find there. She was sure this was Percival's yacht. She knew that he was one sick terrorist. Over the years she'd studied his antics. She'd read the reports of the people that he'd had needlessly tortured and then killed. She didn't want to know what he'd been up to on this boat. However, if she didn't try to find something, she may never find her daughter.

"I know." She said reluctantly. "I'm just afraid of what we might find in there. God knows what he might have done in there."

"I don't think it will be that incriminating." Cameron assured her. "Remember, he led us here. I'm sure that if he had something really bad in there, he wouldn't have led us here. He's not stupid, he's twisted. There's a huge difference. If he tortured people here or something, and we found evidence of that, it would just make it worse on him when we do find him. I'm sure whatever we find in there won't be that obvious a clue."

Damn, he was right twice in a row. I know I'm too close to this whole situation. I should let the geek handle it. He's thinking clearer than I am. I just can't let this go. I can't let anyone else handle it. This bastard ruined my life, and I have to find him. I can't let it go.

"Okay, let's go." She said.

Cameron led the way to the lower deck of the boat. There was a plush living room area, with several windows so that people could sit and watch the outside world as they sat on leather sofas and watched big screen TV. There was a full sized bar in the corner. There was plush carpet on the floor and the entire room was tastefully decorated. It looked like a man's room. There was no evidence that there had been any kind of a woman's touch involved. Talia felt that the place would definitely fit Percival, from everything that she had learned about him over the years. It was like she knew what went on in his head in certain ways. She just wished that she knew what was in his head right then. If she could figure that out, maybe she could find Anya.

The next room was the galley, or kitchen. It was stylish, with every modern appliance imaginable. She was still sure that he had to be Russian. She knew that he wasn't American, and next to them, Russians were more obsessed with material things than anyone else on Earth. She looked around the room at the coffeemaker, the can opener, the pasta maker, the bagel toaster, the jar opener. They were all things that a Russian would see as signs of wealth and power. Then her eyes fixed on it. He was definitely Russian.

"Cameron, look." She pointed to the item that she wanted him to see.

"What?" He asked, not knowing which appliance she was talking about.

"I told you he was Russian." She said walking across the room to the object of interest. The huge silver machine sat on the counter. The device was beautiful. It had intricate designs molded and carved in it. The spout on the dispenser even looked as thought it had been made by hand. It was most likely an antique and exuded wealth. "It's a samovar." She said.

"What's a samovar?" Cameron asked.

"You don't get out much, do you?" Talia snapped at him. "It's a Russian tea brewing machine. Designed hundreds of years ago in Russia. Tsars used these things. I still say, this guy has to be a Russian. There's no way he's some kind of Muslim dude."

"What if he comes from Kazakhstan or somewhere? They were Soviet and they are Muslim." He offered. "Isn't there a chance that he might have a samovar in that case?"

"Yes." She admitted. She opened the upper cabinet above the samovar. She smiled. "But, he wouldn't have these." She announced as she pulled a silver filigree tea glass and holder out of the cabinet. "These are Russian to the core."

Talia heard a beeping sound coming from the next room. She could tell by the look on Cameron's face that he'd heard it too. "What do you suppose that is?" She asked him.

"I don't know." He replied. He was whispering again. "What if someone is here?" He asked.

"Then they've been inside of this boat for a long time, or they come in and out through the hold." She snarled. "Don't be silly. It must be something else. Let's take a look."

There was a sliding door that led beyond the galley, into another room. Talia slid the door and entered, with Cameron right behind her. Once in the room they both stopped. It was some kind of control room, or computer room, or communications center. All of the equipment was turned on.

"Well, now we know how he diverted us here." Cameron reasoned. "He must have this set up to use as a remote location when he's not on the boat." He walked over to what appeared to be some kind of main console. He looked around at all of the devices. "Wow, this is quite a setup." He observed. "You could do about anything with this stuff. He even has it set up so that he can watch TV on it if he wants to. Look at this." He gestured to Talia for her to join him. "It's a map of the world." He said, pointing to a map on a computer screen.

"I can see that." Talia groaned. That feeling of dread that she always had trouble shaking was really stuck in her this time. "I don't like this. Something is wrong." She started to look around at the equipment. "I don't know why, but I just feel cold. Something's wrong."

"Well, let me check things out." Cameron said. "He sat and looked at the screen with the map cued up on it. "This must be the program he's using to guide us here. There's a trail on this thing, leading all over the world. Get this." He pointed to the screen again. "There's no end to it."

"What?" Talia said, finally joining him in front of the screen with the map on it.

"Look here." He pointed to the screen. There was a red line that went from Reykjavik to Gibraltar to Cairo to Washington and so on. "It just keeps going and going and eventually comes back here. This deal is ingenious. It never lets on about where the true signal is coming from."

"Great, so we'll never be able to track him." Talia moaned. Then she heard the beeping again. "Where is that coming from?" She asked Cameron.

"Down there." He said, pointing to a cabinet underneath the main console. He was preoccupied with looking around to see if he could find a disk or something with the programming information for the jamming device on it. He found storage rack for CD's. He started looking through all of the cases in search of a CD that had information.

Talia followed the sound of the beeping and Cameron's pointed finger to the cabinet. She opened it. Her eyes grew wide as she saw the contents of it. There were explosives—lots of explosives. There was also a detonator with a clock attached to it. The clock said 0:49 then it ticked with a beep to 0:48.

Cameron was finished with the rack and looking through the various drives on the computer. Cameron had found a disk in one of the drives. He grabbed it as the tray popped out of the drive. "Gotcha!" He exclaimed. Before he could stand upright, Talia grabbed his arm.

"Come on!" She yelled at him.

He didn't argue when he saw the look on her face. He held onto the disk and followed her through the lower deck and up the stairs. He sensed that he didn't want to know what was happening. The deck was slick and he was having a horrible time running on it. He stuffed the disc into his coat pocket. He kept falling down. Talia kept pulling him up, screaming, "Come on!" They reached the side of the yacht.

"Jump!" She ordered him.

"What?" He replied.

She didn't wait to argue. She pushed him, forcing him to jump for the dock. She jumped behind him. "Run!" She yelled at him. "Everyone run!" She screamed at everyone. No one argued. They all started to run away from the dock. Talia came up behind everyone else. "Faster!" She screamed. They ran through traffic across Grandagardur, nearly getting hit more than once. They all ran, following Talia toward the casino down the street.

Then the yacht exploded. There was no starting explosion. It blew in one giant mushroom cloud of flames and smoke. Everyone stopped in front of the casino, turned and looked. The entire group was shocked. No one spoke right away. They all stood and stared at the yacht, or what was left of it.

Talia bent over and took several deep breaths. She looked up to see all of the men looking at her. She looked at Cameron. "Well, I figured out what the beeping sound was." She took another deep breath.

Talia looked at the street. There was debris landing all over the place. Cars were skidding to a stop to try and avoid the flying yacht pieces in the middle of the road. The authorities were already starting to arrive with sirens blaring and lights flashing. She didn't want to talk to them. She didn't know what to say. She wasn't sure what had just happened.

He couldn't have known exactly when we would come to the boat. We must have triggered that somehow. How? I checked for booby traps and things like that. How could he have known that we were on that boat at that exact time?

Cameron was just starting to get his bearings back. "That's all you have to say?" He yelled at her. "I found out what that beeping was? That's all you can say?" He sounded as though he was beginning to come unglued.

"Sorry." Talia replied. "I don't know what to think either."

"Well, I think maybe we should go inside and get away from all of this before someone wants to ask us all about it." Tyrell suggested. "I mean, do any of us really want to explain this to anyone?"

"No." Eduard agreed. "Let's go inside." He motioned to the group to follow him into the casino. People were starting to come out to see what the commotion was all about. It wouldn't be long before there was a huge crowd on the street watching all of the excitement.

Talia leaned close to Cameron's ear. "How could he have known we were on that boat at exactly that time?" She whispered to him.

"He couldn't." Cameron reasoned. "I don't see how. He's tracking us somehow." He pulled the disk from his pocket. "Hopefully this will help me figure it out." He smiled at her.

She stopped and stared at him. "Did you manage to get that off the boat?" She asked him.

"Of course." He gloated. "I told you, I will find a way to track this bastard. All I need is enough information, and if I'm lucky, there will be some good info on this." He stuck it back in his coat pocket.

Talia shook her head and smiled. Maybe bringing along a computer geek wasn't a bad idea after all. She looked over her shoulder as she entered the casino. She could still see the burning boat in the water. Percival had almost gotten her. This thing was not over yet. She was starting to believe that he was after her personally. He was scared that she was going to find him. Now he probably thought that she was dead. Maybe that would give her an advantage. Maybe this would be the thing that would throw him off guard as Cameron had suggested. Maybe this would cause him to make a mistake. This game had gone on much too long already, and they were running out of time. She had to find Anya and soon.

She took another look at what was left of Percival's yacht as she turned toward the casino entrance. "You missed me, you son of a bitch." She mumbled as she went inside.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 

 

The inside of the casino was filling up for the evening. It was just after the dinner hour, and the gambling tables were nearly full. Talia, Tyrell, and Leonid all immediately started scanning the inside of the building for an alternate exit.

Cameron was fascinated by the crowd of people and the bright lights. He'd been to a couple of American casinos, but this one was different. The atmosphere was more like visiting a lounge, but with the same whore house carpet that you'd find in a Vegas casino. He lagged behind as he was distracted by the view. Talia came back to get his attention.

"Could you pick up the pace please?" She said as she took his arm to hurry him along. "We need to get out of here." She told him.

"Why?" Cameron asked. "Are we in some kind of danger?"

Then it started. Talia heard a woman a few feet away. "Hey, isn't that the new Russian President over there?" She said to a friend who was standing a few feet away from her. A crowd immediately began to gather.

Talia had lived around this phenomenon for years. Europeans were just as fascinated with politicians as they were with movie stars. They would hound them at any opportunity for photo ops, autographs, and whatever else they could come up with for memorabilia. She'd always thought that it had something to do with the British royalty. They'd turned politics into a celebrity thing. Now any ambassador or president or even parliament member was fair game if someone recognized them in a crowd. So much for traveling incognito.

Leonid announced to the group, "There's an exit over there." He was pointing to the opposite end of the main room of the casino. They all walked as fast as they could, trying to ignore the people who were turning to follow them.

They reached the door and walked out to the alley that ran alongside the building. Talia motioned for the group to follow her to the street. The fire from the explosion was still burning away in the harbor. The police were talking with people in the street. The fire department had four trucks of firefighters there to put out the flames. There were men in reflective coats directing people around the debris in the middle of the road. What a mess.

Talia waved down a taxi for them to climb into. It was a large vehicle for a taxi—a Nissan Pathfinder. In Iceland four wheel drive taxis were a necessity. It worked out well this time, because they had five people to squeeze into it. They rode in silence back to the hotel. Talia was glad to be back. She hated running from star struck fans just as much as she hated running from exploding yachts.

The group made their way up to Eduard's suite once more. Cameron headed straight for his computer. He popped the disk into it and tried to boot it up. He fought with it for a minute. Then he sighed, took his coat off and threw it on the sofa.

He turned to look at the four expectant faces. "Well, this could take some time." He told them. "It's encrypted."

"Well of course it is." Talia said, throwing her arms in the air and flopping down onto the sofa. "Why would any of this be simple?" She asked rhetorically.

Cameron was starting to get sick of her attitude. "Hey, I didn't say that I couldn't decode it, I just said that it would take a while." He snapped at her. "I'll figure it out as soon as I can. It doesn't seem to be all that difficult a code so relax." He turned back to the computer, leaving Talia shocked. She couldn't believe that he'd spoken to her that way.

Tyrell smiled at Talia. "Well, I guess he told you." He said.

"Shut up." Talia snapped at Tyrell. "Who asked you?"

"Now children…" Eduard began. "Could we please play nice while Mr. Walker tries to figure out how we can save my granddaughter?"

Everyone looked at each other. Eduard was right. All the petty squabbling was because everyone had been working such long hours, running all over the place, and not getting enough sleep. There was much more at stake than what was happening in Reykjavik. Anya was still being held hostage somewhere, and if they told the police or anyone, she could be killed. This terrorist group had killed hostages many times. They had no reason to believe that the Alder Nation would bluff. The bottom line was that they had to find her themselves. And they had to do it quickly.

Time dragged on that night. The group spent more time pacing the rooms of the suite, watching TV, pacing the hall, and drinking coffee. Everyone was thinking, or mentally escaping. No one talked much at all. Talia was going over things in her mind. She still wondered how Percival could have known the exact moment to blow up the boat. She still wondered how he knew that they were in Reykjavik. Something wasn't sitting well with her about all of this. The guy knew too much. He was doing a great job at staying one step ahead of them. He was playing games. There were missing pieces, but what pieces were they missing?

Cameron was glued to the computer, trying to figure out the code on the disk. He wasn't speaking to anyone. He also wasn't updating Talia on his progress. Talia was getting very anxious. There was just no time. They had to find Percival quick. The longer they took to find him, the more danger Anya was in. Terrorists were not patient people.

By the time Talia noticed that the sun was starting to come up and the sky was starting to become light, she realized that she felt good about not sleeping. This would be the first night in months that she hadn't had her dream. If no other good came of this whole misadventure, at least she missed out on having her dream for once. Then she felt her eyelids becoming heavy. She was starting to lose the battle with sleep. She could feel the disorientation that comes just before sleep. Then she was suddenly snapped back into consciousness.

"I got it!" Cameron yelled. "I told you I would figure it out."

Talia jumped up from the sofa and went with the others to Cameron's side. "What's on it?" She asked him.

"It's the programming for the jamming device." He announced. "Now I know how to deactivate that program. We should be able to track him next time he calls."

"That's what you thought last time he called." Leonid noted.

"I know." Cameron returned sounding annoyed. "Look, all I can do is work to deactivate whatever he activates. It's a technology war. That's how it works. Hopefully this time I'll be one step ahead of him. This is pretty simple when you boil it all down. I should be able to come up with a way around this thing in an hour. Then all I have to do is reprogram the phone again, and we're ready for his next call."

Talia sighed. "We have to wait." She said. "That bastard must be enjoying this. All we can do is wait."

Eduard had known Talia for nearly twenty years. He knew that she couldn't just sit much longer. "Why don't you go to your room and try to get some sleep?" He suggested. "If you want, you can take a nap in my room."

Cameron knew what was coming next. Although he'd not known her nearly as long as Eduard had, he knew that she didn't want to have that dream.

"I can't sleep." Talia said. "Thanks anyway. I need to go somewhere. I can't just sit here anymore." She looked at Tyrell. "Come on, let's go out somewhere." She ordered him.

"What if he calls?" Tyrell asked her.

"Well, you have your phone, don't you?" She pointed to the phone sticking out of its holder on his belt. "Why don't you bring it with us? They can call us if they have to." She saw the look of uncertainty on Tyrell's face. "We won't go far, I promise." She assured him. "Why don't we just go take a walk in the park? It's only five blocks away, and it's the only place in the country that has real trees."

Talia had spent a lot of time in Reykjavik. It was an interesting city. It was full of brightly colored corrugated steel homes, and cutting edge designed public buildings. The town hall was built over top of a pond. Even though it was the country's capital, there weren't that many people there as opposed to other capitals. The country itself had never had more than a million people in it. There were over 500,000 in Reykjavik alone. Talia loved to go to the park. She'd always liked the woods. Iceland was virtually devoid of trees and shrubs. Over the last several decades people had worked very hard to create some foliage in Iceland, but the best that was ever accomplished were a few small wooded areas on a few farms, and the park in Reykjavik.

Talia almost ran from the hotel to the park. She had a lot of anxious energy to burn off. She'd been caged like an animal for too long. The sun had finally risen, casting a pink glow over the city. In the fall, for some reason, sunrise and sunset lasted longer than during the rest of the year. The trees were changing into their autumn uniforms, and the park was alive with color. Talia had never been a morning person, but the beauty that she was seeing could almost change her lifestyle. She jogged to the fountain at the far end of the park, close to the Leif Eriksson memorial. She sat down on a bench in front of the fountain and watched it flow.

Tyrell caught up with her and sat down next to her on the bench. He could tell that something was bothering her, that she hadn't already discussed. "So, what's on your mind that made you drag me out here like this?" He asked.

"I'm getting confused." Talia announced, not looking directly at him. "I feel like I'm missing something."

"I don't follow." Tyrell replied. He sat and watched her face as he had for many years. "You'll need to spell it out for me."

Talia stood up and started pacing in front of the bench. "How did Percival know that I was on that boat? That bomb was intended for me. You have to know that. How did he know that I would be there at that exact time?"

Tyrell proceeded very carefully. "You know I don't want to upset you." He told her. "I just think that maybe you're looking for something complicated or conspiratorial. I'm not so sure that kind of thing exists here. I think there must have been a live camera that you didn't notice. They make them so tiny that they're impossible to find—especially in the dark. It's true that he guessed we were in Iceland, but that's not such an amazing feat. The rest is technologically feasible."

"How did he know we were in Iceland?" Talia asked him, ignoring his other observations.

"That I don't know about." Tyrell answered. He looked out into space and thought for a moment. "We've come here for years for family visits." He commented. "Even your mom came here to visit with you and Anya years ago. He could have found out. It's not that difficult."

"When was the last time you talked to my mother?" Talia asked him bluntly.

Tyrell regarded her cautiously. "Why?"

"Is she okay?" Talia asked. "She hasn't been found by these terrorists and bothered in any way, has she?"

"Talia, I worked for your mother, until you came back from Russia a few years ago." He explained. "I have always been devoted to Clarissa Anderson, and I would never do anything to ruin her trust in me. Now, little girl, I may work for you, but I'm always going to be loyal to her first. If she wants to tell you anything that goes on in her life, she'll do it herself." He got up and started to walk away.

"Look, my mother is a fragile product of her environment." Talia rebuffed him. "I worry that if she gets dragged into all of this, it could drive her over the edge that she's been sitting on for the last twenty years or so. You know how she is."

Tyrell scoffed and gave Talia the same look that he always did when he thought she was being ridiculous. "Yes, I do know how she is. For your information, I talk to her every day." He snapped as he spun to face her. "You, on the other hand, never took the time to learn any more about her than you had to. You have your perceptions of her. I can't change them. You should get to know her a little better though. She would really surprise you."

"She's been in her house for twenty years." Talia snapped back at him.

"For being some expert in Terrorism, and international affairs, you sure do miss the forest for the trees a lot." He commented. "I know you'll probably fire me for this, but you're not half the woman, and you're no where near as tough as your mom is."

Talia stared at him. "What do you mean by that?" She asked, calming down enough to wonder what was going on that she'd missed.

"Just because your mom doesn't go out much, doesn't mean that she doesn't know just as much or more about the world at large than you do." He scolded her. "She knows way more than she lets on to you. She's very well informed, and very well connected for a hermit, as you call her. She doesn't spend as much time at home as you might think either. She just doesn't want anyone to think that she's out there where she can be hounded and followed around. Besides, she's spent her entire adult life looking out for you. Do you think that's ever stopped?"

"I don't know." Talia muttered, hating it when Tyrell scolded her.

"I never told you this, but I took this job following you around and taking care of you as a favor to your mother." He continued to lecture her. "She was afraid that something bad would happen to you after what did happen in Russia. She trusted me more than anyone. She said that I was one of the few people in the world who knew her at all. She asked me to take care of her one and only baby. She warned me of what she would have done to me if I failed to successfully look out for you."

"And what was that?" Talia asked, sarcastically.

"You don't want to know." Tyrell said with a smile. "She's always agreed with you, you know." He saw the confused look on Talia's face. "She agreed that Percival wasn't Muslim. She agreed that he was most likely Russian. She wanted me to take every shred of memories that you had of that marriage, except for Anya herself, and get rid of them. She insisted that anything you kept from that marriage would put you in danger. I never understood that, but I honored it. She knew things then, and she still knows things. You should never underestimate your mother. She knows people, and she can get things done that you never even imagined."

Talia was shocked. She'd always just seen her mother as some crazy hermit that had run and hidden from the press. "Don't you think that you're giving her an awful lot of credit for things that she doesn't even pay attention to?" She asked.

"She pays attention." Tyrell told her. "You would be wise to listen to her. Your vision in international affairs is way more skewed than hers. She knows things that you don't. She could help you. You should give her a chance."

Talia started to walk away. "Whatever." She mumbled.

Tyrell walked after her. He caught up to her and grabbed her arm. She spun around and glared at him when he touched her. "I was never supposed to tell you this." He told her. "But, your mom has been studying your situation for years. She has information that could help you out. If you would just listen to her, she could help you. I mean it."

Talia stared at him. "Are you sure about this?" She asked him.

"I'm positive." He assured her. "She knows things about this terrorist group that you haven't been able to find out yet." He paused. "She didn't want me to tell you, but she thought that she'd figured out where they were headquartered. She mentioned it again last week. She didn't want to tell me much, because we were talking on the phone, and she had an idea that someone was listening in."

"So you don't know what she thought she knew?" Talia asked. "Give me your phone. I'll call her and straighten this all out. If she really has information that can help me with Percival, then she needs to tell me." She held out her hand expecting Tyrell to hand her his phone.

Tyrell stood and stared at his feet. "I can't do that." He stammered. "She's not home." He said as he looked up to meet her eyes.

"Clarissa Anderson is always home." Talia said, sounding frightened. "She hasn't left her house except for my wedding and that one time when she met Anya here in over twenty years."

"Her personal assistant, James, said that he can't find her." He blurted out. "He went in to her room to bring her breakfast to her three days ago, and she was gone."

Talia was in shock. Her mother never left the house. This had to have something to do with Percival.

Tyrell watched her for a moment. "There was no sign of a struggle. There was a note on her pillow that said something about going to help her daughter, and reminding him to pick up her dry cleaning. I know that look. She's fine. I talk to her every day. She just won't tell me where she is."

"You sound like this is normal." Talia snapped at him.

"It is." Tyrell answered her just as snappy. "She's been sneaking out of the house for years. She does it whenever she gets cabin fever, or whenever she has a good reason. She makes James crazy."

"Did she do that when you were working for her?" Talia asked, surprised to hear that her mother had any kind of fight in her.

"She always took me with her." Tyrell noted. "I never told her that she should stay in and rest. I let her live without treating her like a child. That's the difference between me and the rest of you."

"Why didn't you tell me?" Talia asked him.

"I didn't tell you, because she asked me not to." He answered.

"The two of you must be much closer than I ever imagined." Talia commented.

"I suppose we are." Tyrell replied.

Talia saw that look of longing in his eyes. He was in love with her mother. She could tell by the look on his face. In all the years she'd known him, it had never even dawned on her.

"Why didn't you ever tell her how you felt about her?" Talia asked blatantly.

Tyrell shot her a surprised look. He turned away. "I don't know what you're talking about." He mumbled.

She looked at him even closer. She knew she was right. "You do love her." She said. "Come on, you know I'm right. Don't lie to me, Tyrell."

He turned to look her straight in the eye. "All right." Tyrell answered her. "I do love your mom. I've always loved her. I've never so much as noticed another woman. But she's totally out of my league. Working for her is as close to her as I could ever hope to get."

"Why would you say that?" Talia asked.

"She's like royalty." Tyrell explained. "She's perfect, and she's every bit as famous as one of the Kennedy's. I could never even dream of living in her world, except as an employee." His phone suddenly began to ring. He answered it. "Hello? Yeah. We're on our way."

Talia looked at him as he hung up. She was trying not to cry. "Well?" She said expectantly. "Now what?"

Tyrell looked at her sympathetically. "That was Mr. Walker. Percival is on the phone. He wants us to come back right now." He stood up. "So, enough of my useless dreams. It's time to go back to work."

"Why?" Talia asked. "Does he expect him to stay on the phone that long?"

"He said that Percival asked to talk to you." He said.

Talia turned and stormed away. "Come on!" She yelled back at him.

Tyrell ran to catch up to her. "Are you going to be okay?" He asked.

Talia kept walking, and didn't look at him. "That bastard should have thought I was dead, but he knows I'm alive. How does this asshole know all of this? I need to find him and kill him. I can't take this anymore!" She'd started ranting and raving. "For all I know he's kidnapped my mother along with my daughter! Cameron had better be able to find Percival and soon." Her voice started to trail off as she walked toward the hotel. "I hate that son of a bitch." She muttered as she reached the hotel's front door.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 

 

Talia and Tyrell burst into Eduard's suite only minutes after receiving Cameron's call. Talia flew across the room and took the phone from Cameron and slammed it to her ear. She was out of breath, emotionally off balance, and exhausted, but most of all, she was angry.

"You'd better still be there you son of a bitch!" She yelled into the phone. She waited. She looked at Cameron. "Is he still on here?" She asked, breathing shallow and quick.

The voice was completely distorted. It sounded like the voice that was heard on automated phone systems all over the world back in the 1990's. It was impossible to tell if it was human at all. She couldn't even guess whether it was male or female. "Hello, Widow Gudonov." The voice said evenly and with no emotion. "So nice that we finally speak. This is the question and answer session that I promised. Do you have any questions?"

Talia didn't answer. She looked to Cameron as he punched away at the keyboard of his computer. He looked at her, and made a gesture that she took to mean for her to keep him talking. She thought about questions. She didn't know what to ask first.

"Is Anya all right?" She asked, not sure if she wanted to know the answer or not.

"Yes." Then there was silence.

"What was the deal with the yacht?" She asked. Eduard stared at her with his jaw hanging wide open like his eyes.

"You were never good at subtleties." The voice said. "If you must know, it was just for my amusement. I knew you would doubt the things that you know are true, and that you would go there. Why you actually thought I would be there is beyond my sphere of comprehension." There was a pause. "I see no one was hurt."

"And you already knew that--how?" Talia asked. She wanted so badly to know.

"If I told you, you would change the game. You would make it so I wouldn't know anything about you or your family anymore. I couldn't have that."

"You should have thought that I died in that explosion!" She yelled. "How did you know that I didn't?"

"After all these years, I would have thought that you would have figured that one out." The voice said. "I'm disappointed at you Talia. I thought you were smarter than that."

"Where's my daughter!" She yelled.

"Safe." The voice taunted her.

"Where's my mother!" She screamed at the phone.

"Your mother?" The voice replied. "Why would I have any idea where your mother is? Isn't she normally locked away in her mansion in Kent?"

Talia and Tyrell shot each other a shocked look. No one knew where her mother lived, except the closest of friends and some family. Cameron gave Talia the thumbs up. He'd found the location that they'd all so anxiously been looking for.

"When do I get Anya back?" Talia demanded.

"You don't." The voice said, calmly. "She's mine now. You had your chance. Don't look for her. There will be no ransom demands. I wish for her to stay with me. As for your mother, she can stay as far away from me as she wishes. I've always thought your mother was dangerous." There was a small pause. "Do you have any other questions?" The voice asked.

Cameron was smiling at her. He knew something. She could tell. "I have one more question." Talia said.

"What?" The voice replied.

"When I find you, and I will…" Talia began. Her voice became low and throaty with hatred. "How would you like me to kill you?"

Everyone in the room gaped at her. No one could believe that she would have this conversation with a terrorist. Leonid was signaling her to hang up the phone. She didn't have any desire to listen to the practical people around her. She was pissed.

There was a long pause. "I have died many times and in many ways." He stated matter of factly. "This time, just shoot me." Then there was a clicking noise. He'd disconnected.

Cameron took the phone from her hand, as she sat on a chair and stared blankly into space. "He didn't actually say anything." He said. "Are you sure he's not a politician?" He asked, smiling.

"Tell me that after I put up with that whole God awful conversation, that you know where that prick is." Talia requested of him.

"I do." Cameron grinned. He loved figuring out the puzzles. He loved the game that technology provided. "I've got him this time."

"Well, where is he?" Eduard asked. "We don't have much time."

"He's in the Ukraine, just like I thought." He said. "My computer's map has it marked. It's spelled, l-v-i-v."

Leonid and Eduard shot each other looks. "What?" Talia asked when she saw their expressions. "Is that bad?"

"Talia, don't you remember?" Eduard asked.

Talia glared at him. "Of course I remember. That's where D'mitri was killed. It makes sense. I say we get going." She started for the door so that she could go to her room and pack her things for the trip.

"Wait a minute." Leonid ordered her. "You can't just go running over there. Look what happened to D'mitri. I think that we should find some way to sneak up on this guy." He looked at Cameron. "If we get to this town, can you track him closer? I mean, can you pinpoint his location in Lviv so that we can catch him?"

"I have the address." Cameron replied. "If that's what you had in mind."

Eduard looked at Cameron. "What is it?" He asked, his voice low.

"It just calls it, house #4. It's on the Old Town square." Cameron announced.

Eduard and Leonid turned white. "That's my great grandmother's family ancestral home." Eduard said. "Last that I knew, it had been turned into a museum."

"House #4? Old Town Square?" Talia was really wondering about all of this. "That's what it's called?"

"That's what it says on the map." Cameron confirmed.

Eduard looked at Talia. "It's called the black mansion, or the black stone house." He told her. "It got its name, because it stands out in the crowd. Nothing else on that street looks anything like it."

Talia remembered her dream. The house that they were discussing sounded just like the one in her dream. "It didn't have any lion's heads over the door and windows did it?" She asked.

Eduard stared at her. "How did you know that?" He asked. "The owner of the house had them placed there in honor of the city. Lviv is the city of lions."

"How did you know that?" Cameron asked Talia, referring to the comment she made about the carvings.

Talia looked around the room at all the men. She looked back at Cameron and spoke only to him. "I saw it in a dream once." She told him, as she watched the color drain from his face. "I'm going to pack." She walked out of the room and slammed the door behind her.

The group took off from Keflavik International Airport in two separate planes, headed for a single destination. They were all going to Krakow, Poland. Eduard had wisely decided that they should go to Poland, because he felt that Percival and his group might be able to track them flying into the Ukraine. They had no idea what the technological capabilities of the Alder Nation were. The programming on the cell phone had been impressive enough to make the entire group leery of being too conspicuous.

From Krakow, they would have to drive. It was less than 150 miles, but it was unknown territory for all involved. Even Eduard had never taken a drive across rural south Poland. Talia looked at a map during her flight. She noticed that the beginning of the Carpathian Mountains were where they were driving. There were a couple of larger towns along the highway that they would be taking, such as Tarnow and Rzeszow. Talia was unsure of how to read the European map that she'd pulled up on the web, but she was pretty sure that the highway which she thought they should take was highway 4. It may also have been E40. The map had her confused, but whatever it was, it went straight to Lviv, where she intended to finish things with Percival.

Tyrell announced that they were over Europe after a couple of hours in the air. Talia had been using the plane's passenger computer for her map investigation. She'd decided to leave the subject of Tyrell and her mother alone for the time being. She had more imperative problems on her mind at the time.

Cameron had been occupied with his computer since they'd left Keflavik. Cameron stood up and stretched as well as he could in a plane. He had a hard time standing due to his large frame. Cameron wondered if he would ever sleep again. It seemed as though they'd all been awake forever. He couldn't honestly remember the last time that he'd slept. He'd thought that he would get to it on the flight, but he'd spent the entire time working to try and find out more about Percival and the Alder Nation.

For a terrorist group, there sure wasn't a lot of information out there about their cause. Most terrorist organizations, or separatist groups as they were called in the Middle East, had a list of issues. Most of them were ridiculous, like rid the Middle East of all Jews, and anyone who doesn't believe their particular brand of Islam. This Alder Nation though, didn't seem to have defined issues. They certainly didn't seem religiously based. It seemed as though they just wanted to be in charge. They did preach that there should be one defined ruler in any given country or society. They didn't believe in Parliaments or Congresses. All that Cameron could figure out was that their goal was to take over a country, and apparently that country was going to be Russia. They wanted a dictator. Apparently that dictator was supposed to be Percival. Somehow the guy had gotten a whole group to believe in him.

How did he do that on such flimsy platforms? He must be one hell of a cult of personality.

Cameron came from the back of the cabin where he'd been working and pulled up a chair next to Talia's at the computer in the front of the cabin. He looked over her shoulder at the map of Eastern Poland and Western Ukraine. She was sitting there twisting that damn wedding band. When would she sleep? Cameron knew that she was obsessed with Percival and that she was frantic about Anya, but how long could she keep up this pace? She was just sitting there staring at the map in total silence. A chill ran down his spine as he watched the expression on her face. There was more hate there than anyone should ever have to feel. He understood. This was her daughter that they were trying to get back, and this Percival creature had made it personal.

Cameron put his hand on Talia's shoulder. "How are you holding up through all of this?" He asked, nervous that he may set her off.

She looked over her shoulder at him. What could she tell him? She was so used to being strong. How could she tell Cameron that she was just about at her last straw? She couldn't take much more of not knowing that Anya was okay. She couldn't take much more of not sleeping. She definitely couldn't take sleeping and having that dream. She was sick and tired of dealing with the Alder Nation and Percival. She just wanted it to be over. She just wanted to dress up in something pink and designer, and go to a high society party in her pink limousine. She just wanted to have a few drinks, and forget all about the real world. She wanted to hug her daughter and take her home. Most of all, she just wanted Cameron to hold her in his arms, but she couldn't tell him that either.

"I'll be all right." She said, leaving out every single thought in her head. "I just want to get there and get on with it."

"Are you sure we should drive all the way there?" He asked. "Won't that take a lot of time?"

"Eduard is right. Percival's group would know if we landed two planes in Lviv. The other major airports are in Kiev, Krakow, or Minsk. The drive would be about the same distance from any one, and coming from Krakow we have the added advantage of coming in from a different country. That could give us an edge." She looked at the map and back to Cameron. "It's not that far. It seems as though it's about 150 miles. I just hope that there's no trouble at the border."

"I thought that these countries had all become one big, happy family? Why would it be hard to cross the border?" Cameron asked.

"These countries are all family—literally. Most of them are related." Talia told him. "The problem with the Ukraine and Poland is that in the last few years they've had an incredible problem with bootlegging. So much illegal trade was going on that they had to crack down at the borders. Since we have Eduard with us, we shouldn't have a problem. As long as we don't end up driving some big old truck or something."

"So, what will we be driving?" Cameron asked.

"I don't know." Talia answered him. "We won't know until we get there. I was supposed to map the route; Eduard was supposed to make arrangements for a vehicle."

"We won't be getting an old truck, will we?" Cameron asked, suddenly concerned about crossing what should have been a mild border.

"I can't imagine that." Talia reasoned. "It's fall, so I would think that he would get an SUV of some kind, just in case it snows in the mountains."

Cameron's mind started racing again. He'd not even thought about snow. He was used to the Pacific Northwest. There was snow all year round if you went looking for it, but they didn't have to deal with it much below the mountain tops. This was just one more unknown in a whole adventure full of unknowns. It was a lot to take in for a guy who'd spent most of his life inside of climate controlled buildings.

"Snow?" Cameron asked, sounding a little anxious. "Isn't it a little early for that?"

Talia looked at him. She was getting the idea that the situation was getting to be a little much for him. "Are you going to be okay?" She asked him. "You seem, I don't know, a little nervous."

"It's just a lot to take in." He explained. "I come from a place where I was always inside. I never got to play baseball or football, because my parents were afraid I would get hurt and my gift of computer genius would go to waste. I've never left the country. Hell, I'd never flown before I went to New York."

Talia felt for him. This was really a jump into the deep end of the pool. "I guess I didn't realize how sheltered you'd been." She smiled, in the way that a concerned friend would smile. "We're all seasoned professionals." She assured him. "Between the four of us, we can do anything."

"Can you find Percival?" He asked.

"Sure." Talia smiled again. "That's what you're here for." She paused. She saw the hurt look on his face. "You keep me from falling apart too." She hadn't wanted to let him know that, but he seemed to need to hear it.

Cameron was astonished. He hadn't ever dreamed that he'd had an impact on Talia Anderson. He'd heard that wasn't possible. He smiled. "Thanks." He replied. "That makes me feel good. There's just something about you, Talia Anderson. Something that makes me want to help you and take care of you. I just hope I can do that."

"Well, you're doing a great job so far." She told him. Then she stood up. "Well, there's about another hour. I'm going to bite the bullet and try to sleep." She lay down on the sofa by the far window. "Wish me luck."

God, please don't let me have that dream again.

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 

 

Talia was out as soon as she hit the cushions on the sofa in the plane. Her dream kicked in shortly after.

The beginning of her dream happened that time. She been fortunate enough recently not to dream of her daughter's expression when she'd left her with Eduard in Russia all those years ago. The look of a broken heart. The look of absolute disappointment.

She was walking through an old town square in Eastern Europe. It must have been in Lviv. The carnival was loud and music was playing. She looked over her shoulder to see who was yelling after her. It was Cameron. She was twisting the ring on her hand, but it definitely was not her wedding ring. It should have been, but it was a different ring. It was black, instead of the painted red and silver one that she'd worn for nearly sixteen years. Why was it a different ring? What was that about? What was Cameron calling to her about? She stopped and looked around, as though she was looking for someone, but she didn't find them. She crossed the square and walked to the black stone house with the lion's heads over the door and windows. She reached out and turned the knob on the door. She entered.

Next she was in an office, waiting. The door opened. D'mitri walked in. She was shocked. They had an argument. She didn't know what the argument was about. He smiled at her. He turned into a giant serpent. Then things were different. Talia pulled out a gun, took aim, but then she fell to the floor. Someone fired a shot. The serpent died. Who killed him? Why didn't Talia kill him? In the past, she had always been the person who fired the shot that killed the serpent D'mitri had turned into.

Why was the dream changing?

Talia awoke with her usual blood curdling scream. Cameron jumped to her side. She woke to find him hovering over her. She realized that she'd screamed again.

"I'm sorry." She said. "I want to quit dreaming."

Cameron put his arm around her shoulders. "It's okay. Maybe we can put an end to the dream when we put an end to Percival."

"God, I hope so, but why does it keep changing?" Talia asked, not expecting an answer.

"What do you mean, changing?" Cameron asked, curious as to what this may have to do with the whole situation.

"I used to play with my wedding ring as I walked across the town square in my dream." Talia explained. "This time I was wearing a completely different ring. It doesn't make sense. Also, I always kill D'mitri when he turns into the serpent, but this time I fall to the floor and someone else kills him. It's weird."

"Who kills him?" Cameron asked.

"I have no idea." Talia answered.

Suddenly, Cameron had a strange thought. The wedding ring. The terrorists seemed to know exactly where Talia was at every minute of every day. Everyone had been wondering how that was possible. Eduard had said that Percival had always seemed to know exactly where Talia was at. Percival was also supposedly a friend of D'mitri's that had turned on him. D'mitri worked for the Detective Administration for several years. Why didn't he think of it before?

"The wedding ring." Cameron said to Talia, pointing at her right hand.

"What about it?" Talia asked.

"That has to be it." Cameron said, not really talking to Talia, but mumbling to himself. "Give me your wedding ring." He ordered her.

"I've worn this ring since my wedding day." Talia rebuffed him. "Why on Earth would you think that I would take it off now?"

"I think you need to take it off so I can examine it." He told her. He saw the disgusted look on her face. "I think there must be some kind of tracking device in it."

"Have you lost your mind?" Talia snapped at him.

"We've all wondered how Percival knows where you are all the time." He snapped back at her. "He doesn't know that much about anyone else now does he? The only thing that you've had with you constantly all these years is that ring. He was a friend of D'mitri's right?"

"Yes, that's what I think." Talia replied, completely shocked. She was afraid that he had a point with all of this stuff.

"Well, if for some reason D'mitri had to keep tabs on you for his job or something, and this Percival guy knew about it, then he could use that information to track you all these years." He paused. "That bastard lucked out that you've been a grieving widow all this time. If you'd moved on, he wouldn't be able to track you everywhere you go."

Talia stared at the ring. She was starting to believe that Cameron was right about it. That ring could be the reason that she'd never been able to catch Percival. It had always kept him one step ahead of her.

"How would it work?" Talia asked him. "If it had batteries, it would have died years ago."

"I suppose that it works on motion regeneration." Cameron said. "As long as you keep moving, it keeps generating power."

She took it off and handed it to Cameron.

Cameron saw that she was just about to burst into tears. "It's not a bad thing." He tried to console her. "It has to be the ring. Nothing else makes sense. Maybe you've been focusing on it subconsciously. You said that suddenly it wasn't there in your dream. Maybe there's a reason for that. Don't you agree?"

Talia knew he was right. She just didn't want to believe in any more bad things about her past. Maybe no one in the family either loved or trusted her. "Can you check it?" She asked.

"I'm sure I can find a way." Cameron assured her.

Cameron took the ring to the computer desk where Talia had been sitting throughout the flight, examining maps. There was a bright light over the desk. Cameron turned on the desk lamp and aimed it directly over the ring and his hands as he held it. He turned it over in his hands a few times. He was squinting at it. What was going on with this ring? It wasn't a typical piece of jewelry. Cameron had seen plenty of rings in his life. Every person he knew, aside from himself was married with children. This ring was different. It looked like it was some kind of shell. The metal was so light that it barely had weight at all in Cameron's hands. It wasn't a small band. It was relatively thick. It should have weighed more, if the metal was solid.

He glanced up at Talia. "Could you do me a favor?" He asked her.

She was staring as hard as she could at the ring. She wondered what he was seeing, because she'd been wearing the ring for almost sixteen years, and it had never occurred to her that there might be something abnormal about it. "Sure." She replied. "What?"

"I need some tools from my case." Cameron replied. He was so focused on the ring. "Could you just grab the tool kit and bring it here?"

Talia did as he asked. She walked the few steps silently, watching Cameron over her shoulder the entire time. She wondered what he was thinking. He was focused completely on the ring.

She couldn't believe it. She was as sure as she could be now that he was right. How could she have worn a ring all those years and never known that it was a tracking device? Why would anyone do that to their loved ones? Who was this animal that she had been married to? Talia was starting to think that she hadn't known D'mitri at all.

How could she have been so oblivious to all of this? How could she not have known what kind of control freak and selfish chauvinist her own husband had been? Why had she not remembered feeling like a piece of property during her marriage? How had he managed to do this to her ring? She'd always had it. It had never been away from her. Why was she thinking about all of this now, after all these years?

Cameron, that's why. He was opening her eyes. The only question for Talia was whether or not she should hate him for making it all clear to her. She supposed that she should be grateful. Maybe now that she was remembering things realistically, she could finally get on with her life. Cameron may just be the best thing that ever happened to Talia Anderson.

Talia looked through his case until she found a small tool kit. She grabbed it and returned to the other desk. Cameron was still completely focused on the ring.

"So, what do you think?" She asked him.

"I think this thing is incredibly ingenious." He announced. "You're absolutely sure that you've not taken this ring off for any reason since you got married?" He asked her.

"That's one thing that I'm certain of." She answered. She wanted to cry. Things were starting to occur to her. Things from her past were rushing in at a mile a minute.

"Are you ready?" Cameron looked up at her.

"Yeah." She mumbled.

Cameron looked in his tool kit for a second, picked up a tiny screwdriver, and then picked up the ring. He placed the screwdriver blade into a tiny, virtually unnoticeable seam in the inside of the ring. He got it into the crack and twisted it. The ring snapped into to equal pieces. Inside was some kind of tiny wiring, and some kind of microscopic mother board. Talia and Cameron stared at the ring's pieces. There was no doubt about it. That ring was some kind of tracking device.

"Well, that's about the damndest thing I've ever seen." Cameron noted. "This thing is delicate, but very, let's say, involved. You know, I've heard talk of these things on old James Bond movies, but I didn't think that anyone had ever actually made one."

Talia's eyes were full of tears. It was true. Her own husband regarded her as some kind of property, and didn't trust her at all. He'd done this to her. He'd actually tampered with her wedding ring to keep track of her. When he was killed, Percival must have known about this and used it to track her for all these years.

Life just wasn't the way she thought. Every perception that she'd had about her past was wrong. Her whole marriage shattered before her eyes as she looked at the inside of her wedding ring.

Cameron saw her start to cry. He wanted to cry with her. What an awful thing to discover. "Talia, I'm so sorry." He said to her. He stood and tried to put his arm around her shoulders, but she pulled away and backed away from him.

"This is it, isn't it?" She sobbed. "This is what my marriage really was about. D'mitri didn't love me. He didn't even trust me. He spied on me the whole time. He even told this Percival guy about it at some time, didn't he? He probably told everyone about it except me." She fell onto the sofa, sobbing. "I was such a fool. I didn't know him at all. Everything that I ever believed in was an illusion. My whole life has been a waste."

Cameron couldn't stand seeing her like this. It made him angry. He walked over to where she sat crying on the sofa. "I hate to say this, but knock it off." He snapped. He couldn't hear this kind of thing anymore. "Look, you just found out that you were duped by your own husband. Watch a Lifetime movie sometime. You're not the only one that was ever lied to by their spouse. Where do you get off on this self pity tangent? Oh, poor me, my life is a waste. Bullshit. You have a daughter to think about. You're one of the smartest people I've ever met. If your life is such a waste, then why is it that you're the only person in the world that has a shot at getting rid of this Percival monster? Now that you've discovered that you're being tracked, you can be one step ahead of him. Now, pull yourself together, and let's get on with it."

Talia was impressed. Cameron had a way of standing up to her that no one else had. No one had ever talked to Talia Anderson like that. Only Cameron. He was so much of what she needed in her life. If she'd met him years ago, this whole thing might have been dealt with years ago. She'd ultimately been behaving like a spoiled child her entire life. She looked at her entire married life through rose colored glasses. It was high time she woke up, grew up, and cleaned up the mess that was the Alder Nation.

It was time that she quit worrying about what they would do to Anya, and following the rules that Percival laid down. It was time that she got angry enough to only worry about what she was going to do to Percival. It was time for her to be in control. This man and his henchmen had done enough to her family. It was time for it all to end.

The speaker from the cockpit came on. "We're getting ready to descend into Krakow." He announced.

Talia walked over to the desk. She looked through Cameron's tool kit and found some wire cutters. "Well, it's time Percival quit being able to know where I am." She said.

Cameron didn't think that she should destroy it. "Wait!" He exclaimed, but she'd cut the entire assembly in half before he could stop her.

"What?" Talia asked. "Now he can't track me."

"Now he knows that it's not working." Cameron told her. "I was thinking that we would just leave it somewhere and make him think that we were in a different location. Now he will know that there's something wrong. He'll be looking over his shoulder now."

Talia took off her shoe and smashed the rest of the ring assembly with the heel. She smiled through her tears. "Good." She scoffed. "I hope the bastard can't sleep. I hope it gives him nightmares not to know where the hell I am or what I'm doing."

Twenty minutes later, Talia, Cameron, and Tyrell met up with Eduard and Leonid in a private hangar reserved for dignitaries and such. Eduard approached Talia with an expression that she'd never seen before. Eduard walked up to her and hugged her tight, nearly causing her to lose her breath. He looked relieved, she decided. Why?

"What was that all about?" Talia asked Eduard.

"I was so afraid." Eduard replied. "Your mother just called. She said that she thought something awful had happened to you."

"My mom?" Talia asked, surprised. She shot Cameron a scathing look.

Cameron immediately followed her thoughts. "Now, Talia, you don't know that this has any connection…"

"No, it's just a major coincidence." Talia cut him off. "Apparently everyone but me did know about the ring."

"What ring?" Eduard asked, confused.

"My wedding ring was a tracking device." Talia told him.

Tyrell just stared at her. "What?" She snapped at him.

"I always thought you knew about that." Tyrell told her.

She turned to Cameron. "See, I told you. Everyone knew that I was being spied on all these years!" She yelled. She turned and walked away.

"Where do you think you're going?" Cameron called after her.

She didn't look back. "I'm going to find a phone and call my fucking mother!" She yelled.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 

 

Cameron ran after Talia as she left the hangar. She didn't want anything to do with anyone. She felt betrayed. She knew he was behind her. She didn't care. All she could think of was what her mother had kept from her all these years.

Clarissa had been delighted at the idea of Talia marrying the son of Eduard Gudonov, until she'd heard that he worked for the Detective Administration. Clarissa had flipped out at the idea of Talia marrying a spy.

The one time that Clarissa Anderson had been in love in her entire life was with Talia's father, a man named Benjamin Wentworth. She called him Benji when she spoke of him. Benji had been a field agent in the CIA. Talia didn't know much about him, because it was painful for Clarissa to talk about him. They were scheduled to get married, but Benji never made it. He disappeared while on assignment right before the wedding. Clarissa had been so devastated that she'd never so much as dated again.

Talia had threatened to disown her mother, and that had made her accept the union. The only blood relative that Clarissa Anderson had was her daughter. She would never allow Talia to be estranged, and it certainly wouldn't be her fault. As a result, even though Clarissa hadn't left her home for over ten years, she went to Moscow for the wedding. Tyrell had flown her.

It seemed so long ago. Had it really been almost seventeen years?

Talia stormed through the terminal building of Krakow International Airport. Cameron was still following her. She was annoyed with the whole mess. She didn't want to feel manipulated by anyone anymore. She didn't want to know how many people had been monitoring her movements over the last couple of decades—the concept was just frightening.

She'd been honored when her mother had agreed to come for the festivities. Clarissa had made her feelings clear, yet accepted it. Talia knew that it must have been one of the most important things in the universe to Clarissa to make her leave her home in Connecticut. Even to Clarissa Anderson, family was most important.

Clarissa had come to Moscow one week before the wedding to help Talia with the final details. She'd come to the bridal shower that had been put on by the maid of honor, Talia's college roommate, Peggy Meyer. It was a small affair, since Talia didn't have many close friends in Moscow. Peggy had managed to get half a dozen of her sorority sisters from NYU to fly in for the party.

Clarissa had been anxious and edgy that entire week. When they'd all gone to the rehearsal dinner; Clarissa had insisted on wearing a scarf over her face throughout the trip to and from the banquet hall. She was afraid that paparazzi would catch up to her. She insisted that she needed to stay in the shadows to make sure that Talia was the center of attention. She'd said that it was only right. All brides should be the center of attention for their wedding festivities. Clarissa had never had a wedding of her own, and she wanted her daughter's to be the event of a lifetime.

The night before the wedding, Clarissa had come to Talia's room in the Gudonov house. She'd had a box with her. She'd brought Talia a gift. Talia sat on the bed and looked at the box. Talia knew that it must have contained jewelry. When she opened it, she was extremely flattered. There were two wedding bands inside the box. One was a man's and the other a woman's. They were a specially designed, one of a kind matching set. They were silver with red painted inlays. The woman's band had birds enameled on the outside, and the man's had stars enameled on the outside.

Talia had never been a fan of precious gems. She'd always wanted something different from the traditional jewelry. Growing up in the house of Clarissa Anderson, the modern American royalty, Talia had learned that money wasn't everything. Talia sat and stared at the rings.

She looked at Clarissa. "Why birds and stars?" She asked her.

Talia would never forget her mother's words. "These were supposed to be mine." She explained to her. "Your father was also a spy, as I've told you. The rings were symbolic of our personalities. The birds were because I was always flying off somewhere to film movies. Your father's had the stars to guide him home.

"I know I never told you much about your father, but I loved him very deeply. He was the only man I ever loved. I know I've never explained much about what happened, or why you never knew him. I don't know much about it either. All I know is that he never showed up for the wedding. I never saw him again. I was told that he'd been killed in Leningrad while on assignment.

"The rings are the only family heirloom that I have to give you on your

wedding day. It's the only legacy I have to give. I had them specially made for our union. They were one of a kind, created by an artist that your father knew. Your father helped to design them. He had them made especially for me.

"It's fitting, don't you think? D'mitri is a spy, and you're about to be his wife who can't seem to stay home. Take these as symbols. Use them. So the two of you can always find your way home."

"So the two of you can always find your way home." Those words had stuck in Talia's head all those years. She'd always thought that her mother had a sentimental side to her. Now she realized that it was just another way to manipulate her.

Cameron finally caught up with Talia as she burst through a door into the main terminal at the airport. He ran up behind her and grabbed her by the arm. She spun at him, her vicious eyes piercing through to his sensitive soul. He could see an entire lifetime of hurt in those eyes. He didn't think he could handle seeing her like this.

"What the hell is going on?" He asked, nearly out of breath from chasing her. "You're acting crazy. So your mom knew about the ring? Who cares? What difference does it make?"

Talia glared at him. "You don't get it." She snapped. "You don't know what's going on here."

Cameron wouldn't let go of her arm. "You're right." He agreed. "I don't get it. You'll have to explain it to me."

Talia pulled away from him. She sat down in a nearby chair. Cameron sat down in the chair next to her. Talia held her head in her hands. She pulled her hair away from her face and stared at him for a moment.

"I would have put the wedding ring away years ago." Talia told him. "If I was that attached to the memory of D'mitri, I would have talked about the ring more often. I didn't do it, because my mother gave me those rings as a wedding present. They were supposed to be hers, but my father died before their ceremony." She tossed her head back and looked to the ceiling. "I had no idea that she'd put a tracking device in it. Why would she do that? Why wouldn't she tell me about it?"

"Your mom did this?" Cameron asked, shocked at what he was hearing. "I thought that D'mitri did it."

"No. D'mitri probably never even thought about wedding bands. If he ever did, he never mentioned it to me. He was into all that non material crap back then. I thought it was incredibly deep of him. I can't believe how young and dumb I was. I had these great ideals about everything in the world. I guess I was the same way about D'mitri."

"I would have liked to have known that girl."

"Who wouldn't have? I must have been the most gullible girl in the world. You could have talked me into believing anything."

"I doubt that. Look, can we go somewhere and talk about all of this? You or your mom may have some more information that could help us find Anya."

"Anya." Talia mumbled. "Oh my God! I almost forgot about that. God, this whole mess is turning me into the world's worst mother." Talia was so tired that she was having trouble thinking straight at all. "Let's check into a hotel, so we can rest. I can't think anymore. I need to rest, or nothing will ever get solved. Then we can talk and call my mother and find out what she knows about the ring. Maybe we can find out who else knew about the tracking device."

Tyrell came running up behind them. He was a little old to be chasing people through airports, so he was nearly hyperventilating from the effort. "Talia…you have to stop doing this. I can't keep up with you, girl. Where do you think you're going?"

Talia looked at Tyrell. The poor guy was way more loyal than anyone in her family deserved. He'd always been there for her mom, especially during her nervous breakdown. He'd gone to the hospital every day for three months. He'd picked Talia up at school every day, and taken care of her. Until she'd met Eduard, he'd been the closest thing Talia had ever had to a father. It was Tyrell who made dinner for her, he made her do her homework, and he went to all of her school events from the moment of Clarissa's breakdown on. He was the one who helped her pick out her prom dress, and he was the one who helped her pick out her prom date. He drove them to the dance that night, and he waited throughout the event to drive them around afterward. He'd always been her watchdog.

She smiled at him. "I'm sorry, Tyrell. Why do you put up with this family? What does my mom have that you love so much? Sometimes I think you've got to be crazier than me or her."

Tyrell was still breathing heavily. "I'm sure I am." He finally gained enough breath to stand upright. He smiled at her. "I just don't know any other way of life after all these years. Now, where are we going, and did you think of waiting for Eduard?"

Talia wrinkled up her face in shame. She'd forgotten about everyone. Her senses were shot from lack of sleep and too much stress. "Oops." She said, feigning a smile.

The group taxied their way to the Grand Hotel, and got two suites. The hotel overlooked the Old Town Market Square. It had been there for centuries. Eduard had a regular suite there, just like he seemed to have in every major city. Eduard and Leonid went to take a break in their suite, and Tyrell went with Talia and Cameron to another suite for a break. Talia wanted to call her mother and scream for a few hours, but first she needed a nap.

Unlike Iceland, the hotel had terraces. Talia went out onto hers to get some fresh air. That was a mistake. It had been a while since she'd been to Eastern Europe. She'd forgotten how much it smelled like diesel exhaust in the cities in that part of the world. Environmentalists had been screaming about the ozone layer and ice caps for years, but countries like Poland couldn't have cared less. They just learned to live underground in the old salt mines like Wieliczka, if they wanted to get away from air pollution. Others lived in controlled environments, or entirely self sufficient micro cities in giant high rises, like the latest Trump City in Prague. Talia preferred the old world charm of Old Town. She didn't have to live in the pollution, so she could endure it while she was in town.

She came back into the room coughing and shut the doors behind her. Cameron didn't ask. He'd learned way too much to ask what something this minor was about. He was so tired he could barely think. He just wanted to lie down somewhere and take a nap. Talia could see in his eyes how exhausted he was. She didn't start any conversations with him; she just went into the kitchenette and sat down, giving both Cameron and Tyrell some peace and quiet so that they could nap.

It wasn't long before Talia fell asleep on the table in the kitchen. The dream was there again. That awful look on Anya's face as she left her in Moscow. How could she have ever left her daughter? She'd had no choice. Percival had made such awful threats against the family that she'd had to do what she was told to.

Next, she was in Lviv, she presumed. She was walking across the old town square. There was a crowd of people all around her. There was a carnival with loud music. The music was a calliope, she realized. It was playing some old circus songs. She hadn't heard anything like it, since she was a kid. She heard a voice yelling at her from behind. She turned and saw Cameron yelling at her. She couldn't understand what he was saying. He was telling her that someone was following her. She couldn't understand who he was talking about. She looked around her, trying to see anyone who might stand out to her. She couldn't see much in the crowd. She couldn't find anyone that struck her as either threatening or familiar. She continued to walk to the far side of the park.

She crossed the street and walked to the black stone house. She could see the lion's head carvings over the door and windows. She went straight to the door. She turned the doorknob. It wasn't locked. She went in.

Then she was standing in an office. There were animal heads all over the walls. It was morbid. She was twisting her ring. She saw more detail of it. It was an Onyx inlay in sterling silver. The pattern resembled some kind of a Celtic knot. Where did it come from?

She looked up as the door opposite her opened. D'mitri walked in. She didn't know what to think. He was supposed to be dead. She still didn't know the exact words of the argument, but in the end he turned into a giant serpent. Talia pulled out her gun, leveled it and took aim. Then she heard a voice yell from behind her to get down. She fell to the floor. A shot was fired. She waited. There was a thud. When she finally got up, the serpent was dead.

She woke up screaming as always. Why hadn't she dreamed just a little bit longer? Who killed D'mitri? Who fired the shot? Who was looking out for her? Who was following her through the park? What was said in the argument? Why did he turn into a serpent?

It was true; D'mitri may not have ever loved her. It was true; her mother had been lying to her for years. It was true; Percival had something to do with D'mitri and maybe with her mother. It was true; Anya had been brought into this as an innocent bystander and Talia felt like the worst mother in the world. The lies were impressive. She'd told herself lies. Her mother had told her lies. Her husband had told her lies. Tyrell had kept things from her. There were so many lies that she'd just discovered, that she was having trouble keeping the lies straight.

That dream was driving her crazy. She'd heard for years that dreams were windows to the soul. That made sense. The dream dictionaries that she'd consulted had all said that she was dreaming about betrayal. In her current position, that made more sense than ever. But the one thing that she didn't understand was why D'mitri was the one who turned into a serpent. Why wasn't it her mother, or Percival, or even Tyrell? Why weren't they in her dream turning into giant serpents? She felt that they had all betrayed her. They were still alive. Dreaming about any of them betraying her would make sense.

Why would she be dreaming of D'mitri at all? He was the only person that she felt she shouldn't be dreaming about. Sure, he had betrayed her, but that was all in the past. After all, the only thing that she was sure of at this point in the whole mess was that her husband was dead.

 






  







CHAPTER NINETEEN
 

 

Talia shook off the after effects of her nightmare. She looked out the window next to the table where she'd fallen asleep. Eastern Europe. It looked like home. For some reason, all the old towns and all the market squares looked alike yet different. Talia had been in Washington for a long time. She hadn't realized how much this place seemed like home. Not that Krakow seemed like home, but Eastern Europe in general did.

Moscow had that old stinky ambience, similar to what she was seeing and smelling in Krakow. Talia couldn't believe how much she missed it once she'd gotten her lungs over the shock of it. She'd never wanted to leave. Even when D'mitri had died, she hadn't considered leaving until Percival had made threats and insisted on it. Russia was her home. That was all there was to it. It had felt like home the minute she'd arrived, and it had devastated her to leave. Being in Krakow was making her homesick for Moscow.

She sat in the window and watched people shopping in the square below. Most of them were tourists, looking for treasures that they could haggle for. Talia could tell the locals by the clothes they wore. Their clothes were much more subdued than the ones the tourists were wearing. That was one thing that could always be counted on in Europe. Americans stuck out like sore thumbs with all their impractical clothes. Italians stuck out a little too, but not like the Americans. Americans were the arrogant bunch. They all seemed to think that everyone in the world should speak English, even though almost half of the United States spoke another language. It was amazing that she came from a country where the people didn't expect their own citizens to speak English, yet they expected the rest of the world to.

Talia looked at her clothing. She'd brought along practical things for the trip, instead of her usual clothing. She was European. She was Russian. Maybe she was born in the United States, but she was meant to be Russian. Her daughter was Russian. The man who seemed like her father was Russian. She belonged there, and Percival had spent the last several years keeping her from her home. It was just another reason for her to want to kill him.

Talia heard a song playing close to her. Then she noticed Eduard's cell phone on the counter next to her. It was playing the Troika—big surprise. Eduard was so old world it was amusing sometimes. She was worried that it might be a call about Anya, so she answered it.

She heard the voice on the other end, and it shocked her. "Mother?" She exclaimed.

"Talia?" Clarissa answered. "Thank God, why didn't you call me back? Didn't they tell you that I called? Where are you? Are you okay? What happened to your ring?"

Now Talia was fully awake, and she remembered the part about the ring. "I'm fine." She said, her voice suddenly annoyed. "I was meaning to call you about that ring. What the hell did you think you were doing tracking me all these years?"

There was a pause of total and uncomfortable silence on the line. "Now, darling, calm down."

Clarissa didn't know how to answer Talia's question. She'd always had a tracking device on Talia. She'd started it with that wedding ring. She couldn't just let her little girl go to Russia and marry a spy without some kind of security device to make sure that she would be protected. How could she explain the horrifying thoughts that go through a mother's mind when she thinks that her daughter is in terrible danger?

"Well?" Talia was pushing the issue, since Clarissa hadn't fully replied to her allegations. "Why mother?"

"I was afraid for you. I didn't like the idea of you marrying a spy." She paused and waited for a reply which she didn't get. "Your father was a spy, and he never even made it to the wedding. I was right. D'mitri was killed in the line of duty, and you've been haunted by the whole damn thing ever since. You're still in danger. Maybe you don't understand, but you're the only child I have, and I'm attached to you."

Talia sat silently and thought about her own situation. She knew exactly how Clarissa felt. Since Anya had been missing, she'd felt that she'd lost the only thing she had left in the world. There wasn't anything in the world that felt quite the same as the feeling that you may lose an only child forever.

"Actually, I can appreciate that right about now." Talia commented.

Clarissa felt an awful pain in the pit of her stomach. "Why?"

Talia was confused. She thought that Tyrell and Michael always told her mother everything. "Didn't Tyrell tell you about Anya?" She asked her mom.

Clarissa had a horrible feeling in her stomach now. "No, what's going on with my granddaughter?"

"God, mother, I'm sorry. I thought you knew. Percival kidnapped Anya. We've been trying to track him, so we can rescue her."

There was silence on the line. Clarissa was trying to think of what to say. Her daughter couldn't go after Percival. She couldn't have that. She didn't know how to stop her, but she had to. "What do you mean; you've been trying to track him? Haven't you been trying to do that for years? Haven't you always had trouble tracking him?"

Talia didn't like the tone of her mother's voice. It was sounding as though she felt Talia couldn't find him because of inadequacies. "What are you implying mother? Are you trying to say that I'm not capable of rescuing my own daughter?"

"No. I just thought that it was impossible to track him."

Why did it seem like her own mother didn't want her to find Percival? "It was impossible, but then Cameron came along."

"Who is Cameron?" She asked, worried that her daughter had gone and done something insane without telling her.

"Cameron is the computer geek who's been traveling with me." She had the strangest feeling of satisfaction at getting something past her mother. It made her feel like a teenager momentarily. "Look, it's a long story, but Cameron kind of stumbled into my life at an awkward moment and got tangled up in all of this with me. However, it turns out that he's a computer genius, and he's been helping us beat Percival's blocking and jamming devices so we can track him. It's a good thing. He's the one who found your tracking device in my ring. I think that now we can finally take care of this asshole."

Clarissa was frightened. She hadn't thought that Talia would ever catch up to Percival. She'd also never thought that he would do something like kidnap Anya. She didn't know how to act or what to say. All she knew was that she didn't want Talia to get to close to Percival.

"Well, I'm glad you're making progress, dear." She finally answered. "Now, why don't you let the CIA or someone use that information to get things resolved once and for all. Then you and Anya can come and live in the U.S. with me. And, just for the record, your father had those rings made for us. I didn't do anything but pass them on to you."

"Is that the truth?" Talia asked, still angry about the rings.

"He had them made for us because I was always so scared about him being on some covert assignment with no way to contact him to know that he was all right. He said that at least I would know that he was alive as long as the ring was active. We never even got a chance to try them out."

Talia paused and thought about what her mother had said. "I guess I can understand that." She paused and then her mother's other words rang in. "What do you mean, let the CIA handle it?" She couldn't believe that her own mother didn't have any faith in her abilities. "I've done the tracking. I'm the one who's had her life ruined by this asshole. I'm the one whose daughter he took. I'm the one who's had no say over my own life all these years. I'm the one with the dead husband from all of this. I'm the one who found him, and I'm going to be the one who kills the son of a bitch. Percival has been using that ring of yours to track me all these years, mother. You never should have let D'mitri know how they worked."

A million thoughts raced through Clarissa's mind. None of them were good thoughts. She had to do something. She needed to know more. "What do you mean; you're going to kill him, and what do you mean, he's been using the ring to track you?"

"I mean, I'm on my way to where he is with my daughter, and I'm going to get her and kill him. I mean, there's no other way in the world that he could have been tracking me all these years unless he knows about the ring. It's the only thing I've had with me the whole time. I've had enough of this guy. I've waited for someone to do away with this gang style terrorist Alder Nation business and Percival for years. It hasn't happened. Enough. I'm going to take care of him myself. If the organization or whatever you want to call it works the way I think it does, the whole thing will go away if I kill Percival. Kill the head and the snake will die."

What was that? That was a reference to snakes. The serpent. The dream. What the hell was going on? All of a sudden things were coming around to the symbology of her dream. Why? There was a sudden sickness in her stomach. Why?

Clarissa had horrible thoughts flashing through her own mind. "Where are you?"

"I told you, I'm on my way to kill Percival."

Clarissa couldn't have that. She just could not have that. "I mean, where are you this minute? I know you're with Eduard. You have his phone. Where are you? Are you in Poland? You need to stop this, and let someone else handle it."

Talia heard the urgency in her mother's voice, but she didn't know the exact cause of it. "I won't stop this."

"You have to! You have to listen to me for once in your life! You don't understand what you're getting yourself into. You don't want to do this. Just this one time, you need to believe me, and do as I say."

Talia had never listened to her mother. Clarissa had been locked away in her own universe most of the time. The idea that she could know anything of importance eluded Talia completely. "What could you possibly know about this? This is my field. This is way out of your league. I know you're scared for me, but I'm the professional here. I have to do this. I'll be all right."

"I'm not scared for your safety. I know you can do anything that you put your mind to. I've watched it your entire life."

"Then what's the issue?" Talia asked, angry and confused.

"I can't tell you. You just have to believe me that you don't want to do this. Now, where are you?"

Talia was beginning to wonder what her mother was really talking about, but she didn't want to take the time to investigate. "If you don't tell me, then I can't listen." She snapped. "I have to rescue my daughter. I don't have time to sit here and argue with you. I have to go rent a car."

"Don't hang up!" Clarissa yelled in desperation.

Talia put the phone back to her ear. She hated the tone of her mother's voice. It reminded her of the nervous breakdown Clarissa had had when she was younger. "What?" Talia said, still annoyed.

"Where are you? Why are you renting a car? Where are you going?" She waited. "Answer me young lady!"

"Maybe I shouldn't tell you. Maybe it's too much for you as it is."

"I'm not crackers! Now, you tell me, or I'll find out!"

"Fine. I'm in Krakow. I'm renting a car to go to the Ukraine."

Clarissa was having visions of total disaster for her daughter. "What's in the Ukraine?"

"I told you." Talia moaned. "I found Percival. He has my daughter. I'm renting a car to drive there and kill him."

The phone clicked off.

Talia was sure that this wouldn't be the end of it with her mother. There was never an end of it with her mother. What she couldn't understand was what the hell her mother could possibly know about any of it?

 






  







CHAPTER TWENTY
 

 

Talia went into the living room of the suite. Cameron was awake and looking at her as she entered the room. Eduard came in from the bathroom. Both men saw the look on her face.

"What?" Talia asked them. She tossed Eduard the cell phone that she'd just spoken to her mother on. "I don't want to know why my mother is calling you." She said as he caught the phone.

Eduard looked at the phone and then at Talia. He didn't want to tell her that her mother had been calling all along. He didn't want to tell her that her mother spent hours talking to him about her. He didn't want Talia to think that he'd been spying on her too.

Eduard and Clarissa had been talking about their lives and their families since the time of the wedding between Talia and D'mitri. They'd become very close over the years. Clarissa had given him some very good advice about his public image and his politics. She was wonderful at playing publicist whether it was in Hollywood or in Moscow.

Eduard knew that Talia would fly off the handle at the idea of him talking to her mother, but he felt that it was necessary. He had to keep up with what was going on in her life. Talia was like a daughter to him, and he was raising her daughter. Clarissa had told him many things over the years to help him handle both Talia and Anya. The strange thing was that he'd always felt she was keeping something from him. He could never figure out what, but he knew there was something. They would talk for hours, but the minute that the Alder Nation or Percival was mentioned, Clarissa would get off the line. He'd wondered over the years what it was all about. He'd thought he'd never know.

"She calls me sometimes." Eduard replied. He was trying not to say too much and open the whole can of worms.

"Sometimes? How often is sometimes?"

Eduard hated the insinuating tone in her voice. "Sometimes. She calls when she knows that we're going to see one another. She doesn't like to ask you how you are or get into a deep conversation with you, because you tend to lose your temper with her easily. Therefore, sometimes she calls me and talks to me."

Talia burned from that comment. She'd always been harsh with her mother when it came to personal lives. She'd always felt that Clarissa had no right to comment on her personal life. At least she'd had one. She glared at Eduard. "Why would she be calling you today?"

Eduard didn't want to talk about this. "She was worried when I told her about Anya."

Talia was furious. "You told her about it? Why would you do that?"

Eduard wondered how Clarissa put up with her daughter sometimes. Talia was far too independent and bull headed for anyone to tolerate some days. Since Anya had been kidnapped, Talia had been impossible.

"I told her that her granddaughter had been kidnapped, because I thought that she should know. I would have thought you would have told her yourself, but I guess that never occurred to you."

"I didn't think she could handle it. Besides, she didn't seem to know about it when I spoke to her."

"She didn't want to set you off, I'm sure. She tries to be in your life, even though you shut her out."

"That's not fair. I just don't want her to have another nervous breakdown."

"She won't. She's fine. You just don't want to believe that. She's every bit as strong as you are. She may even be stronger. You should let her help you. You'd be surprised what she can do in an emergency. She knows a lot of people all over the world."

Talia was fuming. Her mother was not the person that she wanted help from. She'd always seen Clarissa as weak, and she wasn't changing her view. She stood up and walked to the door. "I'm going to go and rent some vehicles, so we can get on the road. I have an appointment with Percival." She stormed out of the room.

Cameron hadn't said anything throughout the entire altercation. After Talia left the room, he looked over at Eduard who looked as though he could use a drink. Eduard heaved a heavy sigh and looked up to the ceiling. Cameron realized that this man was just trying to hold his family together. From what Cameron had seen of this family, it was extremely unorthodox and entirely dysfunctional.

Cameron did love to see Talia at her most passionate. When she was angry about something, it just made his heart pound. He smiled at Eduard. "Let me guess, that hard headed impossible thing runs in the family?"

Eduard couldn't help but smile back at Cameron. "When I met Talia, I wondered where on Earth that personality came from. I couldn't believe that there was a woman in the world like her. Then, I met her mother." He paused. He smiled and shook his head. "What is the American saying? The apple doesn't fall far from the tree." Then Eduard looked across the room at Tyrell. "Well, don't you think you should go with her? What if Percival knows she is here?"

Two hours later, Talia arrived back at Eduard's suite. Tyrell and Cameron had both tried to find her for a while, but given up. They'd returned to the hotel with no idea where she was at.

She'd spent the entire time trying to rent a vehicle to drive to Lviv. There was not a single place in town that would rent her a car. Talia walked into the room, saw the expressions on the men's faces, and sat down in a chair beside the door. She was so exhausted, that she couldn't think any more. She needed a way to drive to the Ukraine, and she couldn't figure out how she was going to do it.

Cameron couldn't help but stare at her. He was glad that she'd returned. He was worried that she would find a car and take off all by herself. Tyrell had assured him that due to the border problems, there would be no way that she could rent a car, but Cameron had been skeptical until she'd returned with a dejected look on her face. He wanted to make it better. That was the only feeling that he could identify as he looked at the pained expression on her face. Once again, he knew that there was nothing that he wouldn't do for her. She was indeed the most fascinating woman he'd ever met.

Tyrell sat and watched her for a couple of minutes. He watched her as a man would watch his teenage daughter during a temper tantrum. Finally, Tyrell broke the silence that had hovered over the room.

"Let me guess." Tyrell began. "There was no one in town that would rent you a car knowing that you were going to cross into the Ukraine with it."

Talia glared at him. "If you knew that, why didn't you tell me?"

"I didn't have a chance to. You just took off like you always do. I swear, sometimes I don't know why I bother to try and take care of you." He pulled a semi automatic pistol of some kind—it looked Russian—out of his belt and tossed it to her. "Why don't you just put that up to your head and pull the trigger. It would be quicker." He got up and walked into the kitchen, slamming the door behind him.

There was another brief silence in the room as everyone watched Talia look at the gun, before putting it in the pocket on the leg of her jeans.

Eduard looked uneasy, but he spoke. "You know, that man cares for you like a daughter. You could treat him with just the tiniest shred of respect."

Talia's head dropped. Cameron found the relationship between Talia and Eduard truly fascinating. She reacted to him like a young girl would to her father. Eduard treated her exactly as a man would treat his teenage daughter.

Talia didn't say anything to Eduard. She got up and walked into the kitchen after Tyrell.

Tyrell had his back to her as she entered the kitchen. He was staring out the window as though there were a show being put on outside it. He didn't so much as flinch when he heard her come through the door. He was tired. She could tell by the way his shoulders sagged. He'd been through so much with her that she'd begun to take him for granted. The truth was, she didn't know what she would ever do without him. He was one of the key reasons that she hadn't lost her mind like her mother had.

"I didn't mean to hurt you." Talia said as she walked toward Tyrell. "I just can't take this anymore. I need to find Anya."

"Do you want to find Anya, or do you want to kill Percival?"

She hated the look on his face. She couldn't tell if it was hurt or disgust. She hoped it wasn't the latter. "I just want my daughter." She replied, barely above a whisper.

Tyrell studied her expression. He didn't speak until he was absolutely sure what he wanted to say. "Good. I was afraid that the hate was going to eat you up inside. It happens when the tension runs high, like this."

Talia hated it when he psychoanalyzed things. "It's not the tension. It's just that this Percival guy needs killing. I can't explain it, but that's how I feel. He doesn't seem to have a single redeeming quality. Now he's kidnapped Anya. I guess I feel that he won't stop unless I stop him. Does that make sense?"

Tyrell sat down at the small table. "I guess so. It's not that I don't want to kill the guy myself, it's just that motive is an important part of any operation. You can't kill this guy out of anger. If you do, you'll never be sure whether or not you did the right thing. Two wrongs don't make a right. Killing isn't normally a viable solution. You have to be sure about a thing like killing before you do it. You don't get a second chance to do the right thing in that situation. Do you understand me?"

Talia joined him at the table. "I understand. I just don't know that I can see how not killing him would be any more of a viable solution. He has to go. He stole my daughter. What do you really expect me to do?"

"I expect you to do what is right. If I've taught you nothing else in your life, I've taught you the difference between right and wrong. I can't make your decisions for you any longer. You're a big girl now. I've looked out for you long enough. Now, it's time for you to do what you have to do. All the decisions are yours now. You burden yourself to make the right ones. I have to go." He kissed her on the forehead and left the room.

As Tyrell walked away, Talia jumped up from her chair. "What's going on here?"

He turned to look at her. "I think your mother is right. You're too close to this whole thing to be effective. I think that you should let someone else take over."

"I can't do that." Talia said, tears welling up in her eyes.

"I know. I understand, but I can't go any further with you. I love you like a daughter. You're the closest thing I've ever had to a child. I wish you good luck, and I hope that you don't get hurt or killed, but I can't go any further. I'm sorry."

"You're just going to let him kill Anya?"

"No. I just think that you're too close to this. I think that you may end up doing something to get her killed. I can't be part of that."

"Please, don't leave me. I don't know what to do without you."

"Please, let me call someone in to help that isn't personally involved."

"I can't."

"Then I can't stay any longer." He walked out the door. Talia sat and listened until she heard the door to the hall close.

I can't believe he left me. I can't believe that he just walked out on me. I thought he loved me. I thought that we were family. Now what do I do?

Talia took the gun out of her pocket and set it on the table. She sat down and stared at it.

I guess it's time I grow up, face all of my demons by myself, and take care of my own problems.

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 

 

Cameron, Eduard and Leonid watched Tyrell leave the suite. They all sat and looked at each other in total confusion. Cameron had seen Tyrell get fired before, but he'd never seen him leave.

"What's going on here?" Cameron asked, looking at Eduard.

"I think Tyrell has left us." Eduard replied flatly.

Cameron was caught by surprise in the situation. He didn't know what to think. He'd seen the relationship that Talia had with Tyrell. He knew that she would be lost without him. She would need Cameron now that he was gone. Cameron didn't know if he was ready for that.

Talia stepped out of the kitchen a few minutes later. She had the pasty look of someone who was about to faint. She was holding a pistol in her hand, and she looked as though she'd been crying. For all practical purposes, she looked as though she was witnessing the end of the world.

Cameron rushed to her side. "Are you all right?" He asked as he put his arm around her shoulders.

She looked at him, dazed, as though she were on some kind of drug. "I don't know. I don't remember what it's like to be without Tyrell."

Cameron guided her to the sofa and sat her down and joined her. "What happened?"

"I don't know." She said, staring straight ahead, not looking at any of them. "He just said that he couldn't help me anymore. He said that he couldn't help me, because I'm too close to the situation. He said that I should let someone else rescue Anya. He said a lot of things, but most of all, he said good-bye." She started to sniff and blink back tears. "Now I'm all alone."

No one knew what to say. Cameron looked at the two men, seeking a reply. Neither one of them spoke. He looked at Talia. He thought for a moment. He knew that he had to stay by her side. She needed him. He knew that. She was the strongest woman he'd ever met in his life, but she couldn't handle it alone. She needed someone to be there with her.

"I'm still here." Cameron said before he thought too clearly.

Talia smiled at him through tears. "You must be insane. Tyrell knows all of the ins and outs of the trade, and he bailed on me. He thinks that I'm going to get in over my head, because I'm too emotionally involved."

Cameron looked at her. "He's right. You're way too emotionally involved. It's your daughter, for God's sake. How could you not be emotionally involved?"

Talia wiped away a tear. "Do you think that I should leave the rescue of my only child to some stranger, who may not know as much about this terror group as I do? I can't believe I should do that. Just hearing the words come out of my own mouth, it doesn't sound like the right thing. Am I crazy?" She looked around at all the men, searching for an answer.

Eduard had been silent for some time. He'd not thought too much about the semantics of the situation until now. He could lose everything, and at that point, there was nothing that he could do to stop it. So much of his life was passing before his eyes, and if he lost it, he would be without any reason to live. He'd been there before.

It was a cold day in Moscow. It was the end of September. Eduard had just gotten home from work as an assistant to the Russian Foreign Minister. It was D'mitri's eighth birthday. He'd looked forward to spending the evening with D'mitri and Anya all day. It had been all he'd thought about.

He arrived at their apartment on the north side of the city, not far from the university where he'd studied and met his lovely wife, Anya. Anya and Eduard had fallen in love at first sight. They'd met in the library at the University of Moscow. She was doing a paper on early childhood education, and the expectations of the current programs on foreign languages. He'd been studying for a test on foreign policies of the United States.

Eduard had been in a hurry to do his work that day. His paper was already late, and he didn't want to do it at all. He almost tripped over Anya as he was looking up a book in the reference section on the second floor of the library. He'd immediately forgotten all about his work when he'd laid eyes on her.

Anya was a petite woman. She'd had dark brown hair and eyes to match. Her face was framed by soft curls of hair that lapped at her shoulders. She had the gentlest smile he'd ever seen. He would never forget the pink suit that she'd been wearing that day. He smiled every time he saw Talia in a pink outfit, because it reminded him of it.

That was the first time he'd ever seen his Anya. D'mitri's eighth birthday had been that last.

When he'd arrived at their apartment that evening, no one was home. He wondered what was going on, because they'd planned an evening out for weeks. Anya had known that he was coming home at six. He wasn't home more than two minutes when the housekeeper arrived with D'mitri. They'd gone to the park so that Anya could get ready for the evening out.

"There's my boy!" Eduard exclaimed as he hoisted D'mitri up to give him a hug. "How's the birthday boy?"

D'mitri's face lit up. Eduard loved it when he caused that to happen. "Great!" He grinned. Then his face wrinkled up. "Where's mommy?" He asked.

Eduard looked at the housekeeper. He had a sudden twinge in his stomach. "That's what I was about to ask you."

Then the phone rang. Eduard ran to answer it. His blood ran cold when he heard the voice speaking on the other end of the line. "We have your wife. We aren't above killing her, if you don't do as you are told. We want your boss to do something."

Eduard didn't want to alarm anyone. "What can I do for you?"

"Tell your boss to release Nikki Korbut." The voice answered.

"That's impossible." Nikki Korbut was a known terrorist who had been arrested in connection with a series of bombings in Chechnya. "I have no control over that."

"Then call your boss. Or we'll kill your lovely wife. We'll call back in an hour. Have an answer then, or she dies." The line went dead.

Eduard had done everything that he could. He'd tried to get the foreign minister to do as the terrorists told him. He'd tried to get information so that he could rescue her. In the end, D'mitri's eighth birthday had ended with Anya's death. The only event that D'mitri had to remember that birthday by was his mother's funeral. There wasn't even a body at the service for closure.

Eduard had never forgiven himself for not taking some kind of action. Sometimes institution did more harm than good. His life had never been the same. His good relationship with his son had gone to hell from that moment on, until Talia had come along. More than a decade had gone by with his only son despising him because he'd let D'mitri's mother die.

"No, you're not crazy." Eduard announced, snapping out of his trance full of regretful thoughts. "If you do the expected thing, and something bad happens to Anya, you'll never forgive yourself. Sometimes, you need to do what your gut tells you to." He walked over to Talia and looked down into her eyes as she sat looking up at him from the sofa. He gave her a look that only she could understand. She knew about his wife. "Don't spend so much time doing what's right, that you don't do anything. Don't count on someone else to take care of something that's this important. Don't put yourself in a position where you'll regret your decision for the rest of your life."

Talia gazed up into his eyes. She saw the hurt and the regret that she knew came from the death of his wife at the hands of terrorists, not unlike Percival. She loved Eduard more than anyone. He was so much like a father to her that she'd nearly forgotten that he was only an in law. She trusted his judgment.

Eduard watched the expressions on her face. He took a deep breath. He reached out and took her hand. "Don't be like me. Don't let your daughter down."

Talia stood up and embraced him. She wanted to cry, but she didn't want to make him cry with her. She let go of him and looked into his eyes. "Thank you. I should have known you'd understand." She turned to look at Cameron who was now standing by her side. "I have to go."

"I'm coming with you." The look on his face said that it was not a topic for discussion.

"I'm coming too." Eduard announced.

Talia turned to Eduard once again. "No, you're not. You're the President of Russia in less than a month. I can't let you get involved in this any further. I'll take care of it. I'll bring her home when it's all over."

Leonid jumped into the conversation. "She's right. You have a duty to uphold. When all is said and done, Anya and Talia will be with you. You'll have the ability to keep them safe, and a job. You need to think about the future for the whole family."

"Exactly. When all this is over, I'm coming back to live in Russia. I'm going to haunt you for the rest of your life. You're going to have to put up with being the only man in a house full of annoying American women." She smiled at Eduard.

He hugged her tight. "I'm looking forward to it."

Talia turned to Cameron. "Are you sure you're up for this? This could get very dangerous and complicated."

Cameron wanted to tell her that he just didn't care. He wanted to tell her that he would follow her to the end of the Earth if he had to. He just wanted to be with her. He wanted to make sure that she was okay. He wanted to make sure that her daughter was okay. He wanted to make everything perfect for the most amazing woman in the world.

"Well, I've come this far. I've never not finished something that I've started. I guess I shouldn't start now." He smiled at her. "Besides, who else is left to go with you?"

Talia looked at everyone. Cameron was right. They were the only two left who could finish this thing. She hadn't seen that one coming. "So it goes." She walked over the Leonid. "He needs a gun." He handed her his Glok and she took it to Cameron. "Here you go." He took the gun from her. "Do you know how to use it?"

"Ironically, yes I do. I've used one on a firing range a few times."

Talia shook her head, suddenly unsure of what she was about to do. She picked up her coat. She walked over to Eduard and gave him one last hug. "Wish us luck."

"Good luck. We'll all be together soon."

"We have no choice. We have to be there for your inauguration." Eduard smiled at her. She took a deep breath. "I'll bring her home." She turned and walked to the door.

Eduard turned to Cameron. "You don't let anything happen to her. She's the closest thing I have to a daughter in this world. She's all I have left."

Cameron saw the look in his eyes. It was something of a cross between threatening and desperation. He took Eduard's hand to shake it. "I promise—I swear to God, I won't let anything happen to either one of them."

"You're a good man." He handed him his cell phone. "Just in case."

As the door shut, Eduard realized that he hadn't told Talia he loved her. He prayed that he would get another chance.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 

 

Talia was on her own. She'd spent years analyzing data and making predictions. She'd sat behind her desk with her computer and told the world what to think about terrorist groups and how to deal with them. She'd never gone into the field herself.

What a way to break myself in. I should have taken my colleagues advice over the years and worked in the field. I should have figured out a long time ago if my theories would actually work. Oh well. Spilt milk.

Cameron caught up to her as she was boarding the elevator. He was more scared than he'd ever been in his life. He had no idea what Talia intended to do at that point.

How are we going to get there? What are we going to do? Will she really kill this Percival person? Will Anya be okay? Why am I here? Because I love her, that's why.

The elevator doors closed. Cameron turned to Talia. "Well, I'm with you. What do we do now?"

Talia thought for a few seconds. "I don't know."

"I was afraid of that."

Leonid watched Eduard after Talia and Cameron had left. He knew that eventually they would have to talk. Until then, he would wait. He understood better than anyone what Eduard was going through. He'd spent years listening to D'mitri and Eduard fight. D'mitri had blamed Eduard for the death of his mother. Eduard had blamed himself as well. D'mitri made things harder on Eduard. Leonid knew that Talia shouldn't be going out after a terrorist by herself, but he knew that Eduard would never stop her; because he felt that he'd failed his own child.

"I don't want her to have to live with the guilt that I have to live with." Eduard finally said, barely above a whisper. "There were times that I didn't want to live, because I felt that I let both Anya and D'mitri down. I don't ever want Talia to feel that pain." He looked at Leonid with the most pained expression that may ever have covered a man's face.

"I know." Leonid replied.

"I have to believe that she'll be all right. When I was in this situation, I handled it wrong. I hope that hers is a better option."

"There's only one way to find out, and that is to try. Go with your gut. Isn't that what you say?"

"I believe that was exactly what I said. Cameron is a good man, and obviously in love with her. Hopefully he will be able to protect her."

"He seems very capable to me." Leonid jumped up and reached into his pocket. His cell phone was vibrating. He answered it. "Yes. Thank you for getting back to me. I was hoping to get some more information on Anya's kidnapping." There was a pause as he listened. "What!"

Eduard was suddenly frantic. "What is it?"

Leonid held his hand up to Eduard for him to wait. "That's impossible. Are you sure?" He listened. His face went white. "Thank you."

"What is it?" Eduard asked again.

Leonid fell into a chair. "I don't know how to say this. Anya wasn't kidnapped. She went to these people of her own volition."

"That can't be! Anya is a good girl. She would never do anything like join a terrorist group. Who told you such a thing?"

"She didn't join a terrorist group. I was talking to Katya." Katya was Leonid's wife who also worked for Eduard on his household staff. "She said that Anya got a call the other day, and she was very excited. Anya told her that she was going to talk to someone who could tell her all the things that she wanted to know about her father. Katya tried to stop her from going, but Anya insisted that it would be okay. Katya put extra security on Anya, but she slipped away."

"So they lured her away."

"That's what I would think. There's just one thing. Katya answered Anya's phone when the call came in and she said that there was something strange about it."

Eduard waited for him to continue, but he didn't. "Well, strange how?"

"I don't want to tell you. I don't want to upset you any further over what may be something that is easily explainable."

"Just tell me!"

Leonid backed his face away from Eduard's slightly. "Okay. Katya said that the voice on the other end of the call that asked for Anya sounded familiar."

Eduard stepped back. He looked at Leonid suspiciously. "What do you mean familiar?"

Leonid stepped away from Eduard, as though he was afraid of the man's reaction to his words. "She said that it sounded like D'mitri."

Eduard fell onto the sofa. He sat and stared straight ahead for what seemed to Leonid like an eternity. Leonid didn't try to speak. He didn't know what to say. He didn't know what was going on. He didn't know if Katya was simply mistaken. It had been years since anyone had heard D'mitri's voice. It could all be a coincidence. There were so many things that could be happening. The idea that it was D'mitri was ridiculous. He'd been dead for years. He couldn't come back to life.

Anya had left the house with no fear. That was what Katya had said. Anya must have thought that it was her father. Anya had only been eight years old when her father had died. She couldn't have believed that it was her father on the phone. Surely she wouldn't remember the sound of his voice after all these years. It had to be a trick.

Ten minutes passed. Eduard had remained silent and statuesque. Finally he spoke. "It's never going to end."

"What do you mean?"

"I let my wife be killed. I spent all those years with D'mitri blaming me for that. They killed my son. I've spent years blaming myself for that. Now they've taken my granddaughter from me. I blame myself for that. When will it end? What happens when Talia gets killed too? I'll blame myself for that. It's never going to end. Now someone is imitating my dead son. Is there nothing that these people won't do? Maybe they want me. Maybe I should be the one going there to confront them. Maybe if I had dealt with them all those years ago, they wouldn't still be haunting me. Maybe all these people have died in my place. Maybe I'm the one."

"You can't think like that. You are the one that they want to live. Why? Because they want you to be in power to satisfy their own quest to rule the world. You know that. If you go and confront them, they will ruin your career. They won't kill you. They will kill everyone you love. That's why you have to let Talia do this. She can. You can't. You have your place. If you go, then who will see to it that they all go to prison or to the death chambers? Talia will put a stop to this course. You will be the one who inevitably sees to the end of the era. Please, don't lose focus now. We need you here with us."

Eduard looked into Leonid's face. He knew that was right. Talia might stop the madness, but Eduard was going to be President of Russia soon. It would be his job to see that justice was done in the matter, and that these people didn't get a chance to do their terrible deeds anymore.

"Give me your cell phone." Eduard said to Leonid. "I have to reach Talia and Cameron. I have to tell her to watch out for the tricks that these people are using. If she hears D'mitri's voice, or someone who sounds like him, it will send her over the edge."

Leonid smiled. "Thanks for rejoining me here. He handed the phone to Eduard.

Eduard dialed. He looked at the phone. He disconnected and tried it again. He listened. He looked at it again. He threw the phone down on the sofa. "It's not on. I can't call her. What happens if she hears what she thinks is D'mitri's voice? She can't handle that."

"She's one loose cannon, that's for sure." Leonid agreed.

Talia walked across the market square in old town, trying to think of some way to get a car to drive to Lviv. She'd already tried every rental place in town, but they wouldn't rent her a car, knowing that she was taking it out of the country. Now they would know her, and they wouldn't believe her if she suddenly told them that she wasn't leaving the country. So renting a car was out of the question.

Cameron followed her as she walked by the various vendors in the square. There were vendors of all kinds strewn about. A person could buy almost anything they wanted to there—except a car.

Talia didn't talk to him. She kept walking across the square past vendor after vendor, not so much as looking at a single one. She looked around her, trying to think. There were no cars in the square. Finally, Talia reached a thru street and a taxi stand. A spark came into her eyes as she approached it. She sat down on the bench at the taxi stand, as though she were waiting for a cab.

Cameron sat down next to her. He didn't say a word. He just waited to see what she was up to. Only a couple of minutes passed before a taxi pulled up in front of them. It was a small compact car that looked like one of the older BMW's from the previous century.

The driver rolled down the window and said, "Taxi?"

Talia barely glanced at him. "No thank you." She replied in Polish.

The taxi driver rolled up the window and drove away.

"What was that all about?" Cameron asked.

"He asked me if I wanted a taxi. I told him no thanks."

Cameron was puzzled at this point to say the very least. He didn't know what was going on in Talia's mind. He thought that she wanted a taxi, because she'd sat down at a taxi stand. "I thought you wanted a taxi."

"I do."

"Then why didn't you take that one? He was getting upset at this point, because he was thoroughly confused.

"That wasn't the kind of taxi I'm looking for."

Cameron was starting to get mad. "Okay, just tell me what's going on in that red headed mind of yours. You're up to something. I know that much. I'm not going anywhere until you tell me what's up."

Talia stood as another taxi pulled up. This time it was a twenty year old Nissan Pathfinder. The driver got out of the vehicle and spoke to Talia across the hood. "Taxi?"

Talia smiled and stepped to the vehicle. Cameron stood and looked after her. She turned to him. "Well, come on."

Cameron leaned close to her ear. "Why this one?"

Talia tried to talk without moving her lips. "Because this one will make the trip." She smiled and opened the door.

Cameron stopped. His eyes grew wide. He was learning, and he could tell what she meant by her comment. "Have you lost your mind?"

Talia turned to him and shot him a look that said to shut up. "Do you have a better idea?"

He didn't respond. He just followed her into the taxi.

The Pathfinder was quite nice. It was in great shape for a taxi. The interior of the white vehicle was black. It was quite striking. The dash was full of special options. It was obvious that this man spent a lot of time in this car. There was a satellite radio, a DVD player, and a collection of magazines. The one thing that Talia didn't see sticking out at her was the anti theft system. Most cars, especially taxis would have a homing device somewhere that was used if the car was stolen. Most of them were obvious, yet difficult to disarm. Talia was searching as subtlely as she could, but she couldn't locate a device at all.

The driver ducked back into the car and pulled away from the taxi stand.

"To the airport, please." Talia told him, once again in Polish.

"Which one?" The driver asked.

"The small one by Wielickza." Talia replied.

"Where are your bags?" The driver asked.

"I have none." Talia told him. The driver looked as though he was going to speak again, but she cut him off. "I'm meeting someone." She snapped at him. The driver quit trying to talk to her at that point, and stomped on the gas pedal.

Cameron leaned over and whispered into her ear. "What was that all about?" He asked. He didn't understand a word of anything but English, and the conversation had taken place entirely in Polish.

"I told him to go to the airport. He asked which one, and I told him that I wanted to go to the one by Wieliczka. He asked why I had no luggage. I told him that I was meeting someone." She looked at the expression on Cameron's face. "What?"

Cameron knew that look. That was the look of Talia Anderson doing something that was questionable in the moral arena. He knew it. She was planning on stealing the taxi, so she could drive it to Lviv. "Tell me you're not going to do what I think you're going to do."

"I wish I could. Sometimes, Cameron, you just gotta do what you gotta do."

Cameron just stared at her. "I should have stayed home." He thought.

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 

 

There was a knock on Eduard's door. So much was going on at the time that he didn't want to know about anything new. He was still trying to reach Talia and Cameron, but the phone that they'd taken with them remained turned off. Leonid went to answer the door.

Tyrell burst into the room. He was breathing heavy, as though he'd just run a long distance. "Where's Talia?"

Eduard didn't like the tone of his voice, or the look on his face. "She left for Lviv. Why?"

"Tell me you're joking."

"No. She and Cameron left a little while ago."

"Do they have a phone? What are they driving? Which way did they go?" Tyrell was asking the questions, but he was giving no one time to answer. He was frantic, but he wasn't telling either of the men why.

"I have no idea how they're traveling." Eduard replied, worrying more each minute. "They have a phone, but it's not on. I've been trying to call them." Eduard watched the terror on Tyrell's face. "What is it?"

"I talked to Clarissa. I told her that I let Talia go, because I couldn't talk her into acting like a rational adult."

"And…" Eduard said.

"And Talia can't confront Percival. Clarissa told me that there is something there that Talia won't be able to handle. It will destroy her."

"Like what?" Leonid jumped in.

Tyrell looked at the two men. He didn't want to tell them any more than he already had about what Clarissa had told him. He didn't want to believe any of it, and it was still just theory. "I know it sounds crazy, but Clarissa thinks that all of this is directly connected to D'mitri."

Eduard felt his blood run cold. He got that feeling every time his son's name came up and there was talk of Percival. "D'mitri is dead. What could this possibly have to do with him?"

Tyrell didn't answer Eduard. He looked at Leonid. "Is it Eduard's phone that she has?"

"Yes."

Without another word, Tyrell ran from the room.

Eduard stood in the middle of the room, not knowing what to think. Tyrell had not answered his question. What could this possibly have to do with D'mitri?

He looked at Leonid. "Find me a phone. I have to call Clarissa."

"Hello." Clarissa said when she answered her phone.

"Clarissa, its Eduard."

Clarissa sighed. "I knew you'd be calling. Where is my daughter?"

"I don't know. Tyrell was just here. Talia and Cameron left for the Ukraine a little while ago. Why?"

Clarissa was surprised. She thought that Tyrell would have updated Eduard while he was there. She didn't want to talk about any of it. She'd known Eduard for several years, and they had been close. She didn't want to tell him that she thought that his son was still alive and hiding in Lviv. She didn't want to break Eduard's heart.

Ever since D'mitri's death Clarissa had wondered if he was really dead. He'd been wearing the wedding ring that Clarissa had given to him as a wedding present. Like Talia's ring, it had a tracking device in it. When Talia had called to tell her that D'mitri had been killed in a helicopter explosion in Lviv, she'd been shocked. She checked her equipment, and the ring had still been active. The ring had remained active for almost a month after the incident. Clarissa had believed for years that D'mitri, for whatever reason, had joined the terrorist organization that called itself the Alder Nation.

Clarissa hadn't wanted to upset anyone. Talia had been destroyed by the death of her husband, even though Clarissa had thought he was a jerk. Eduard had become a career driven workaholic as a result. Over the years, many people had tried to locate the terrorist group and bring them to justice. Clarissa had always hoped that no one would ever be able to find them. That way she would never have to tell her daughter that her husband deceived her and ran out on her to become a terrorist.

That time had passed. Clarissa was only trying to could catch up to Talia and help her through the situation. She was afraid of what Talia would do when she realized that her husband was still alive and part of the terrorist group that had been making life hell for her entire family for years.

"I need to know where to find my daughter." Clarissa said.

"Well, they're probably somewhere on Highway 4 between here and the Ukrainian border. That's all I can tell you. She said that she didn't want Percival to know that she was coming, so she didn't want to fly right into Lviv. She insisted on driving."

"I guess I'll find her somehow."

"Clarissa, what's going on?" Eduard asked. He didn't want to know, but this was his little girl and his granddaughter they were talking about.

"I can't tell you about it over the phone. It's going to be all right. I can tell you that. Talia and Anya are going to be okay. Percival won't hurt them."

"How can you be sure? I don't have anyone left to lose. I can't afford to lose my girls."

"I know who he is. I know that of all the damn stupid things this guy has ever done, he won't hurt the girls."

"Who is he, and why didn't you ever tell any of us this before?"

"I'm sorry Eduard. I can't explain right now. I'll tell you about all of it later, when we're all together. Right now, I have to find Talia before she finds Percival. Please, don't be angry with me. Please tell me that you trust me enough to try and understand."

Eduard thought about it. In all the years that he'd known Clarissa, he'd thought many things about her and her personality. He'd never known her to lie to him. He knew he had no reason not to trust her about this. He didn't want to wait, but the feeling in the pit of his stomach was telling him that maybe she was right. Maybe it was better if he waited until he could talk to her face to face.

"Okay, but you'd better not disappoint me."

"I won't."

Leonid looked at Eduard. He'd heard some of the conversation, but he couldn't figure out what was going on. For years he'd wondered about the connection between the Alder Nation and the family. He'd wondered what really happened to D'mitri. He'd never believed that D'mitri was dead. The worst part was that he'd never talked to Eduard or Talia about it, because he was afraid. Now it looked as though he may have been right all these years, and that he should have said something earlier.

"What did she say?" Leonid asked Eduard.

Eduard was still staring at the phone and wrestling with his own uneasy thoughts. "She knows something about this whole mess. She hinted that D'mitri didn't die, but that he joined up with that terrorist group." He looked at Leonid's face. He saw the look of shame that told him that Leonid had surmised that as well. "You knew? You never told me anything about this." He fell onto the sofa. He didn't know whether to be angry or crushed. He didn't know what to think.

"I didn't know anything. I just wasn't sure that he was really dead. I couldn't come to you with some gut feeling. D'mitri's death nearly killed you. Gut instinct suspicions could have been no more than that. I didn't want to cause you more grief just because I had a hunch. All these years I've never had anything conclusive that said I was right. That's why I never told you what I thought. You're my family, and I didn't want to hurt you."

Eduard stared at him. He understood. The whole family had been like a powder keg with a volatile short fuse for years. "I know. I can't believe that this whole time, my son may have been alive. I can't believe that he would hate me so much that he would betray me like that. Oh my God, Anya."

"What about her?"

"Clarissa said that she didn't think that anyone would harm either Talia or Anya. She must think that D'mitri has Anya. The poor girl spent half of her life thinking that her father was dead. What must this be doing to her? How much trauma can one girl handle?"

Leonid thought for a second. Talia was on her way to get Anya. She had no idea that her husband was still alive. "What about Talia?"

Eduard's eyes grew wide. "Oh dear God. I hope Tyrell catches her in time."

"Talia and Cameron had at least an hour and a half head start on him. They could be more than halfway there by now. He'd need a plane to catch up."

Tyrell sat in the back of his taxi as they drove toward the airport. He hoped that it wouldn't take long to ready his Lear jet for the short flight to Lviv. He didn't have time to try and sneak up on anyone. He had to find Talia before she found Percival. He had to tell her about D'mitri before she found out for herself.

"Hurry, please." He told the cab driver. The driver looked at him blankly. Poland was just one of those countries that would never use English as a common second language. He wished Talia was there. She spoke a little bit of all these Slavic languages. This was the first time that he'd traveled that he'd felt a need for an interpreter.

The cab pulled into the airport road. Tyrell didn't know how to tell him where he needed to go. "Charter flights."

"Hangar numeral?"

Thank God, he understands me a little. "Numeral 16."

The driver pulled up next to hangar 16. Tyrell saw that there was a second Lear jet there. He couldn't believe it. It had that tell tale pink color that could only mean one thing. He jumped out, paid the driver and ran up the steps into the second plane. He stuck his head in the hatch and looked around.

There she was. "I didn't realize when I was talking to you on the phone that you were on your way here." Tyrell said as he sat down next to Clarissa.

Clarissa Anderson. She was a magnificent creature, standing nearly six feet tall. She was thin, beautiful and glamorous. She had the signature red hair that all the Anderson women had and the bright blue eyes to match. Clarissa had been labeled as crazy for many years, because she chose to step out of the international celebrity spotlight, but Tyrell knew that she was just as sane as she'd ever been. She was one of the most intelligent women that he'd ever met. The only person that he'd ever met who could match wits with Clarissa was her daughter. She sat and smiled at him, wearing her favorite color—pink.

"Well, close that hatch and let's get going. We don't have much time. We have to get to Talia before she finds Percival."

"You do realize that your daughter was right. Percival will know if a pink Lear jet lands in his town. He'll know we're coming."

"So?" She waited as he closed the door to the plane. She pushed a button next to her. "Michael, we're ready to take off." The plane began to move.

Tyrell sat down in the chair next to Clarissa. "So, he'll know we're coming." He waited for a sign of understanding from her. He got none. "That could be very dangerous."

The plane began to taxi toward a runway. "We're cleared for takeoff." Michael said on the speaker.

"You think that I should fear him." Clarissa stated.

Tyrell was getting frustrated. He had always been in love with Clarissa. That's why he's spent his entire adult life in service of her family. "I don't want anything to happen to you."

She smiled at him. "Remember, my love, I'm a hermit. He won't think that it's me. He'll think it's my daughter."

"Does that make it less dangerous?"

"No. It just means that for once, things won't be as he believes. When he's caught off balance, he won't have the advantage anymore. He'll be chasing ghosts, just like we've been doing all these years."

"So?" Tyrell wanted to protect his women. "I just want you to be safe."

"Don't you worry about me. I've waited for this moment for a long time. That bastard hurt my baby. He hurt my family. Now, he's stolen my granddaughter. I'll be fine."

"How can you be sure? He's going to be angry. When he thinks he's chasing Talia and it turns out to be you, he's going to be confused as well."

The plane lifted off. "We have liftoff. Flying time will be approximately 50 minutes." Michael said over the speaker.

Clarissa smiled at Tyrell. "Yes, he will be angry and confused. I'm looking forward to that."

"Why?"

Clarissa smiled at him. "The odds will be even."

Eduard was sitting by the window, looking out over the market square when Leonid returned from picking up their lunch. Leonid burst into the room, threw the bags of deli sandwiches on the coffee table and began to go through every drawer in the suite.

Eduard watched for a moment. "What are you looking for?"

Leonid stopped and took a deep breath. "I just realized that my wallet is missing. I had enough Euros on me to pay for the food, but the wallet is missing."

"Just call the credit card companies and your bank and report everything stolen. These things happen all the time."

"It's just that my ID was in there."

"So?"

"My FSB ID. Someone could be walking around using my credentials to do God knows what."

Eduard rolled his eyes and looked back out the window. "I wouldn't bother reporting it then." What were the girls up to now?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 

 

Talia was fumbling through her purse as the taxi driver headed for the Wieliczka Airport. Cameron was waiting to see what she was going to do. She hadn't talked much since they'd gotten into the Pathfinder and left with the driver. Cameron was wondering what she planned to do next. She was so busy looking for something that she almost missed the signs for the upcoming turnoff.

The driver switched lanes to exit to the airport from Highway 4. Talia looked up from her purse. "Don't turn here." She told the driver.

The driver looked back at her and pulled onto the exit.

"I said, don't turn here." She repeated.

The driver pulled off the road at the end of the exit ramp. He turned to her. "Okay, I speak a little English. What is happening?"

"I said; don't turn here. Just keep driving. I need to go further than the airport. Is that clear?"

"Who are you? Why would I keep driving and not know where I am to go?"

Talia pulled Leonid's badge ID out of her purse. "This is why." She said, holding it up for the driver to glance at. "I have to be in the Ukraine for diplomatic reasons. I work for the newly elected President of Russia."

Cameron nearly choked. He couldn't believe that she would take Leonid's ID and use it to con a taxi driver into driving her all the way to the Ukraine.

"You work for Russian President?"

"Yes."

"Why you not fly?"

"It's classified."

"You no sound Russian."

"I'm not supposed to. That's part of the operation." She paused to wait for his reaction. He just stared back at her. "I need to go to the Ukraine, right now. There could be lives depending on my getting to Lviv, immediately. Am I clear?"

"You pay?"

She pulled a wad of cash out of Leonid's wallet. "I pay."

The taxi driver put the Pathfinder in gear and re-entered the highway without further question. He'd waited a long time for a fee like a three hundred mile round trip.

Cameron watched Talia. She was still fumbling in her purse. He watched her for several minutes before he realized that she was doing something with the gun that she had stuffed in it. She was starting to make him nervous. It was one thing to be on an adventure, and running all over the globe. It was fun to be in this technology war with Percival and be winning. It was an entirely different matter to actually be sneaking up on someone to kill them. He didn't know how he felt about that. He also didn't know how he felt about Talia using stolen diplomatic and FSB identification to con a taxi driver cross an international border. There were too many laws being broken.

He felt that he had to say something. "Are you sure you know what you're doing?" Cameron whispered to Talia.

"Well, it's too late for me to change my mind, if I'm wrong. What did you expect me to do? I can't just carjack this guy's Pathfinder. I had to do something to get a ride where I needed to go."

"But you're impersonating a member of the secret police and Presidential staff. What's the difference between that and stealing a car?"

"Low jack. We wouldn't get two miles down the road if we stole the car."

Cameron put his head in his hands, looking through them at Talia. He couldn't believe his ears. The worst part was that he couldn't argue with her logic. He flopped back in his seat and waited to see what was going to happen next.

Talia barely noticed his angst, and was still working on whatever plan she had in her head. A few minutes down the road, she looked at Cameron and seemed puzzled. "Do you still have Eduard's phone?"

"Yes."

"It's been awfully quiet."

She was right. The way Eduard was with Talia, he would have called five times by now to make sure that she was all right. Cameron reached into his pocket and pulled out the phone. It was turned off.

"Shit." Cameron commented.

Talia shot him a look. "Shit, what?"

"The damn thing isn't on."

"Well, turn it on! God only knows what's been going on."

Eduard tossed the phone onto the sofa again. "Well, they have to turn it on, sometime. They took it so that they could stay in touch with us."

"Maybe they're already in trouble." Leonid said.

"No, they're fine. Cameron programmed this phone to monitor the location of the other one with a GPS device of some kind. I can still tell you that they're on Highway 4, but I can't call them."

"So, about where are they?"

"Looks like they're almost to the border. Krakovec. There's no turning back now." He went back to staring out the window. "God be with them."

"They're phone still isn't turned on." Tyrell told Clarissa as he turned his phone off.

Clarissa looked out the window. She was staring at the ground below as though she might spot them driving along the highway underneath them. She didn't want Talia to go to Lviv before she spoke with her. She didn't have the heart to let her daughter discover that her husband had betrayed her that way by herself. She'd spent Talia's entire life wanting to protect her. Talia and Anya were the only real family that she'd had all these years. Eduard was like family, but the two girls were the only blood.

Tyrell watched Clarissa as she stared at the ground. He hated to see her suffer. Tyrell had spent more than two decades in Clarissa Anderson's service, or her family's. He'd not regretted a single minute of it. He'd always loved Clarissa. He'd fallen in love with her the minute that he'd first shaken her hand upon their first meeting.

Tyrell had come from military service and was interviewing to be Clarissa Anderson's personal bodyguard and assistant on their first meeting. He'd felt honored that she would even consider him for the position. Clarissa Anderson was the equivalent of royalty in Hollywood. Every tough guy in the world wanted the job of watching over her.

Tyrell remembered being escorted into the room by Talia. She'd only been ten years old at the time, but she'd already been a miniature version of her mother. The family ties were more obvious with the two of them than they were with the Olsen twins. Talia had flashed him a smile that immediately melted his heart. He knew that he wanted to spend a lifetime looking out for that little lady.

Then he'd followed Talia into Clarissa's home office. As it had always been, everything was decorated in pink. Her desk was pink, her clothes were pink, and even the carpet was pink. Why a bunch of redheads had been so fascinated with surrounding themselves with pink, he'd never figured out. It was just another reason that they had never bored him. There was always at least a hint of mystery with the Anderson women.

He'd seen her a million times on TV and at the movie theater, but to see her in person for him was like looking face to face at the Virgin Mary. He'd been speechless upon seeing her. She'd smiled at him, knowing that she had him in a position where he was uncomfortable. She'd always liked to unnerve men. Tyrell had stood and stared at Clarissa as though she was a goddess.

When Clarissa had finally waited long enough, and decided that he wasn't going to do or say anything unless she initiated the interaction, she reached out her hand to shake his. When Tyrell had touched her hand to shake it, he'd known. Whether it was to serve her or her family, or to be the last love of her life, he was destined to spend the rest of his life connected to Clarissa Anderson.

Tyrell shook his head and returned to the current situation. He reached his hand over and took Clarissa's. "It's all going to be all right." He kissed her hand as he held it in his own.

Clarissa smiled and looked into Tyrell's eyes. "You've always been my rock. She's so stubborn. She thinks she knows everything. She has no idea what she's doing. Why does she have to be like that?"

Tyrell moved closer to her and put his arm around her shoulders, drawing her close to him. He giggled. "She's like her mother."

Clarissa put her head on his shoulder and smiled back at him. "You're right. I'm too old for this shit. I need to learn to live a normal life, once and for all after all of this is finally over."

Tyrell giggled again. "Well, we both know that's probably not possible. It just doesn't run in the family. I do know that after this, the girl is on her own."

"I do miss having you around. I just want to be sure that she's safe. That's why I asked you to go and work for her in the first place. You understood. You walked her down the aisle at her wedding, for heaven's sake."

Tyrell remembered. Talia had the dream wedding of a lifetime. St. Basil's Cathedral had been newly finished. The cathedral had stood for centuries, unfinished. Finally in a move by the new Russian Government, the church had been finished on the inside. The Russian Orthodox Church had wanted to use it as one of their houses of worship, but the government had insisted that it remain a building of public interest, with no specific religious orientation. The government had decided that it should be treated as more of a historic monument than a church.

Talia's had been the first wedding ceremony ever held in the cathedral. The historical society had been given permission to handle the event. They'd had a Uniate ceremony. There had been several meetings with the historical society board about details of the wedding before it happened. Talia had been required to give a list of participants and guests for the board's approval before the service could take place.

Tyrell smiled to himself as he remembered the fight that Talia had had with them about him walking her down the aisle. They'd found it odd that a very dark black man would be the person escorting her. They'd expressed their concern about how it would look in the society page. Talia had told them all to go to hell and walked out of the meeting. She'd told D'mitri and Eduard that she didn't care if she had to get married in the middle of a field. If Tyrell couldn't walk her down the aisle, there would be no wedding.

The historical society board had called and apologized less than 24 hours later. He'd been the first man and the first black man to escort a bride down the aisle in the newly finished St. Basil's Cathedral. Talia had always been his little girl. He'd always felt like her father, even though the sperm had come from somewhere else.

"Yeah, that was quite a day." Tyrell said, smiling as he remembered it. "Who knew that I would be in the first wedding to ever be performed at St. Basil's Cathedral? Who thought that it would lead to this?"

Clarissa watched as his head dropped at the thought of all the bad things that had already happened, and at all the bad things that were about to happen. She'd meant what she'd said. She was getting too old for this shit. She just wanted to go home and take Tyrell with her. After all these years, she missed him and wanted to spend the rest of her life with the only man that she'd trusted and loved since her beloved Ben had died.

Tyrell was the only one that she truly counted on in the whole world. That was why she'd asked him to go and look out for Talia. Ever since that time, she'd done nothing but miss him. She'd called him at least once a day just to talk. Most of the time he'd called her back at least once a day just to talk back. She smiled to herself as she sat in his arms. It was the only place she ever wanted to be.

Clarissa lifted Tyrell's head so she could look into his eyes. She smiled. "I have an idea. After all this is over, why don't you and I go home and act like a real couple?"

Tyrell's entire face illuminated. He couldn't believe what he was hearing. He'd always been in love with her. He'd known it at that first handshake. Was she really talking about a romantic relationship after all these years? Was his dream really coming true?

"What do you mean a real couple?"

Her smile broadened. "What do you think I mean? Haven't we waited long enough?"

Tyrell grinned from ear to ear. "We sure have. I never thought that…"

"Well, you were wrong. I just have trouble telling men how I feel. Well, I mean you. You're the only one since Ben that I've loved."

"Are you trying to tell me that you love me?"

Clarissa smiled and blushed. She hadn't blushed in decades. "Of course I love you. I've always loved you. You love me too, right? I've always thought that you did."

Tyrell swept her up into his arms. "Of course I love you. I've never loved anyone else." Then he kissed her full and hard, never wanting to stop. He'd waited twenty eight years for this moment.

The speaker on the intercom came on and interrupted the moment. "I have good news and bad news." Michael announced from the cockpit.

Clarissa and Tyrell stopped kissing when they heard the tone of his voice. Clarissa reached for the intercom. "What is it?"

"Well, we're about to come in for a landing in Lviv. That's the good news."

"And the bad?"

"The bad news is that apparently there's a leak in our fuel tank, and we're not going to have enough fuel to get there."

Tyrell and Clarissa looked at each other. Clarissa flopped back into her chair and covered her face with her hands.

"We'll make it." Tyrell assured her.

"How can you be so sure?"

Tyrell stood up. "I'll tell you how. I did not wait for almost thirty years for you, to get you and lose you before I get a chance to wake up next to you as your husband. That's how I know." With that, he walked toward the cockpit.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 

Talia was so exhausted that once again she dozed off. Cameron didn't know how far they had to go, so he just let her sleep with her head on his shoulder. He sat and looked out the window silently as he watched the thick gray clouds hovering over the mountains that separated them from Percival.

The dream was there again, or at least part of it. She was standing in an office. She had a phone. It rang and she answered it. This had never happened before in her dream.

"Grandpa?" The voice on the other end said in Russian. It was Anya.

"Anya." Talia replied, shocked to hear her daughter's voice.

"Mom? Where's Grandfather?"

"He's waiting in Poland for me and you. Where are you?"

"I just ran away from home, so to speak. I'm in Lviv, and you won't guess what I learned."

"That your father is alive."

"How did you know that? Did you always know that?"

Talia looked up to see D'mitri walk into the office. "Are you in the house?"

"No, I snuck out. I'm at the carnival."

Talia just smiled. "Well, you'll just have to wait until I get back."

"What? Back from where?"

"If you have any questions, you'll just have to call 2-112-765-8890." Talia told her, not wanting to alert D'mitri that she was talking to her daughter. "Cameron can help you with anything you need until I can meet with you about the matter." She hung up and looked at D'mitri.

Talia awoke with a start, but not with a scream. She felt the heat rising off of her face. She was mad. She'd just realized that everything she knew made sense when she looked at it logically. D'mitri had always been a radical. He'd wanted her to join him in his politics. He'd always wanted her to disagree with everything that Eduard believed, just as he did. She'd agreed with Eduard on most things. Was it any wonder that D'mitri had hated her enough to run out on her?

Betrayal. Now it all made sense.

Cameron was watching her when she realized that she was still in the Nissan Pathfinder headed for the Ukraine. She looked at him. He was waiting to see what she was going to do next. She looked past him out the window. She was watching the landscape of the Carpathian Mountains fly by to the South of them as they headed for the border at Krakovec.

The clouds were still a dark gray. The air looked cold, like winter had already arrived. Snow had begun to fall outside. It was sticking to the grass along the side of the highway. The weather would be changing for the season soon. This was just the beginning. It reminded Talia of Russia. The people of Russia had always been somewhat guided by their seasons. For hundreds of years, wars were stopped for winter. Russians used to say that in winter there are no winners in war. The only winner is the cold. Even blood can't melt Russian snow.

"You didn't scream." Cameron moved to let Talia sit up. "Are you okay?"

"Where are we? How far to the border?"

"Border? No border, Jaroslaw. Ukraine, 20 kilometer." He looked over his shoulder at Talia. "Krakovec, border."

Talia looked at Cameron. "It won't be long now. I hope that it's not a problem crossing."

"Why would there be a problem?" Cameron asked. "We both have our passports. That's all we need, right?"

Talia looked at him as though she wanted to tell him something, but couldn't quite find the words. She leaned toward the front seat where the taxi driver was. "Passport?"

The driver glanced at her over his shoulder again. "Yes, passport."

"Thank God." She looked at Cameron. "Okay, we should be good to go."

"Are you ready for this?" Cameron asked her. She'd always been determined to take care of the Alder Nation, but he wondered how long she could stay strong. They were trying to save her only child.

"I just had my dream, or part of it. It was different."

"Different how?"

"Anya called Eduard's phone. She told me about her father. She said that she'd snuck away. I told her to call you on another phone."

Cameron was confused. "We don't have another phone."

"I know. All I know is that I gave her a number to call. It was 2-112-765-8890."

"My phone." The driver announced, holding up his cell phone.

Talia and Cameron looked at each other, shocked. "Do you mean that is your phone number?" Talia asked him.

"Yes." Then he pointed out the front window. "Krakovec, two kilometers."

Tyrell sat down in the vacant pilot's seat in the cockpit of the pink Lear jet. He looked at the instrument panel, and didn't believe what he was seeing. None of it made sense. All of the instruments were off. The altimeter couldn't have been right, because it said that they were high enough to be close to the edge of the atmosphere. The horizon was nearly vertical, but he could see out the window that was impossible. The speed was going up and down radically, yet he was feeling no change from where he was sitting. None of it made any sense. One of the engines said that it had failed, but they all were obviously working. The fuel gage was the one that Michael had been looking at when he freaked out. At the moment it was showing half full.

Clarissa followed Tyrell into the cockpit. "What is it?"

"I don't know." Tyrell answered her, still trying to think of what could be causing all of the mayhem. "It's like everything's gone crazy. None of the instruments are giving true readings. Maybe the computer's lost a mother board or something."

"Can't be." Michael replied. "There's more than one computer at work here. They can't all be failing."

Clarissa was wondering what to do next. All she knew was that she needed to be in Lviv. "Okay, well, where are we? Are we really outside of Lviv, or are we somewhere else entirely?"

Tyrell reached for the microphone for the radio. "Tower, this is Alpha 977564 Bravo, do you read?"

The reply came back in English, which surprised everyone. "We read you Alpha."

"Where are we?" Tyrell asked.

"This is the Lviv International tower."

"We're the Alpha Bravo that sent the flight plan from Krakow." Tyrell told the voice on the radio. "Are we cleared for landing, because we're having some trouble with our instruments. I can't get a true reading on anything up here. We need some guidance to come in. Can you give us a hand?"

"That's what we're here for. I have you on radar. It looks like you're about to enter approach airspace. Can you see anything out the window? Do you see the airport at all?"

Tyrell looked out the window. He saw nothing that looked like a metro area of any kind. All he could see were hills and farmland. "I see nothing that even resembles an airport or a city. All I see is farms and hills."

"That's all that's out there. Look for the highway. The airport is west of the city, in the middle of nowhere. You won't see the city until you're almost on the ground."

Tyrell kept looking. He stood up the best that he could inside of an airplane, and he looked out the window as straight down as he could. "I see the highway. We're crossing it."

"Well, you need to turn and follow it. It will lead you to us."

"Which way do I follow it?" Tyrell asked, as he sat down and started to settle in to fly the plane.

"Well, it all looks the same out that way. Just pick a direction. I have you on radar. I'll tell you if you're going the wrong way."

Tyrell grabbed the stick and started to turn. He glanced up at Clarissa who was watching over his shoulder. "You should probably sit down. You might want to fasten your seat belt too."

Eduard was sick of sitting around his hotel suite, staring out at the old town market square. He went to the coffee table, picked up the phone, and tried to call Talia again. It worked.

Talia was sitting in the Pathfinder, watching the border crossing grow larger as they approached it. She answered the phone. "Hello?"

"I thought that something terrible had happened to you." Eduard nearly shouted at her. "What happened?"

"Cameron sat on the phone and turned it off. We're fine. We're approaching the border of the Ukraine. We should be there in less than an hour. Have you heard anything new?"

"Tyrell came back. He talked to your mother. He said that she knows something about all of this. He says that D'mitri has something to do with all of this."

"Don't think about it. My mother is a crackpot."

"Well, that crackpot sent Tyrell after you. He left here about an hour ago."

"Where did he go?"

"After you."

Talia was angry. "Well, it will all be over soon. If Tyrell calls, tell him to stay out of it. I'll take care of it. I'm a big girl now." She hung up the phone and threw it on the seat.

"What's going on now?" Cameron asked.

The Pathfinder slowed down as it pulled up to the booth at the Ukrainian border. Talia reached into her purse and pulled out her passport. "We're crossing the border, that's what's going on." She opened her passport and sat her purse on the floor at her feet.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 

 

The border crossing looked like a set of toll booths stretched across a multi lane highway in the middle of absolutely nowhere. The group in the taxi wouldn't have had the vaguest clue where they were if it weren't for the big sign that said that it was the Ukrainian-Polish border at Krakovec. The snow was falling fairly steadily at that point, so there were no other cars around them. The only person that Talia saw was the lone attendant at the deserted border.

The driver pulled the Pathfinder into the only open lane. When he pulled up, the attendant, a large man in what appeared to be an old Soviet military coat, smiled and greeted him politely. Talia sat nervously in the back seat next to Cameron. She kept glancing down at the purse that rested by her feet. She was feeling paranoid, and having a gun at arm's reach made her feel a little less anxious.

"Passports please," the guard said in Polish as a courtesy for the traveler with license plates from Poland.

Talia handed hers and Cameron's passports to the driver. He in turn handed those and his own to the guard as had been requested. The guard looked at each one, and he looked through the windows at the person in the picture for each. He looked at the driver's passport last.

The guard's face drooped like he was depressed about something. "It is expired." He said. He held up the passport to the driver.

"Damn." Talia swore under her breath.

"What?" Cameron whispered. He didn't understand Polish.

"His passport is expired. Now what do we do?"

"He is my driver. He won't be staying in the country." Talia tried to tell the guard. The driver motioned her to quit talking.

"Maybe you should let him handle it." Cameron whispered to her.

"I was just trying to tell him that he's my driver. It should work."

"Has it ever worked before?" Cameron asked, sarcastically.

"I don't know; I've never tried it. I normally go from country to country via a plane."

The driver, now agitated slightly, reached his hand back to Talia. "Diplomatic ID." She handed the stolen FSB badge to him, and he handed it to the guard. They had a brief conversation that Talia wasn't able to hear, since the driver's head was leaning out of the window. He pulled his head back in and turned to Talia. "Where is the President?"

"Lviv. We are to meet him there."

The driver leaned out the window to talk to the guard some more. A moment later he turned to Talia again. "Why is he in Lviv?"

Cameron grabbed her hand, nearly crushing it. He looked at her with wild eyes. She pulled her hand away with great difficulty and glared at him.

"I can't say. Classified."

The driver stuck his head out the window to speak to the guard once more. After a couple of minutes, the guard came to Talia's window and motioned her to roll down the window. "Yes?"

"The driver cannot cross," the guard said, gesturing toward the driver.

Cameron grabbed her arm. "What?" Talia could tell that he was going to have a stroke any minute.

"He says the driver can't cross." She looked back to the guard. "Please let him drop us off," she said to him.

"There are rules. He cannot cross," the guard repeated.

Talia rolled up the window, gesturing to the guard to wait a minute. "Okay, now what do we do?"

"We could drive away." The driver suggested.

"Are you crazy?" Cameron gasped. "He has a gun."

Talia rolled her eyes at Cameron and looked back to the driver. "How far is it to Lviv?"

"Not far. I've been many time. It's close."

"Is he alone?" Talia asked him, gesturing to the guard. She could see him trying to figure out what they were saying through the closed windows. He was getting impatient.

"Yes," the driver told her. "There is nothing out here. They only have one."

"You said you've been to Lviv many times?"

"Yes."

"Do you know any back roads?"

"Yes."

The guard tapped on Talia's window. She motioned to him to wait a minute again. She turned to Cameron. "Stay calm, and don't do anything." She looked at the driver. "If I get us past the border, can you get us to Lviv, before someone catches up to us?"

"What?" Cameron said, nearly choking at the thought.

The driver smiled. "Yes. Especially in snow."

"Okay, follow my lead." She wished she had some idea what she was going to do. "Just put it in gear and go when I say."

"Yes maam." He slipped the car into drive.

Talia turned to roll down her window and found the barrel of a gun tapping on it. She rolled down the window. "Yes?"

"Have you made a decision?"

She had no intention of telling him what the driver was trying to do. "No," she answered nonchalantly.

The guard suddenly got nervous. Talia put her hand down into her purse and grabbed hold of her gun. "Get out of the vehicle." He ordered her.

"What?" Cameron whispered.

"He wants me to get out of the car." She was trying to keep any eye on the guard's hands which were holding his gun.

"No thank you." Talia politely declined the guard's order.

"I said, get out," the guard said more sternly.

Talia tried her most charming smile. She wasn't getting out of this car, no matter what. She was running out of time. "Sorry" she said, defying him.

"Now!" He yelled at her, raising his weapon and pointing it at her. She could see that he hadn't prepared to fire it yet. She had to move fast.

"What?" Cameron asked again.

"He said…" She started, looking at the driver. He was looking back at her in his rear view mirror. She nodded at the driver. "Now!"

The guard was thrown off balance by the forward thrust of the Pathfinder as it shot away from him. He dropped his gun as he fell to the ground. Talia was watching him as the driver tried to keep control of the vehicle on the wet pavement. The Pathfinder swerved back and forth, fishtailing until the driver got it under control. He was still accelerating as he pulled away from the booth.

Cameron had been thrown against the seat and was trying to sit up and look back to see what the guard was doing. Talia had never let go of the window. She was watching as the guard ran to a pickup truck and climbed in. The guard was chasing them.

The Pathfinder was still speeding up, but the truck was quicker. It was easily catching up to them. Talia had to think of something, fast. She couldn't allow herself to get arrested there. She had to get to her daughter.

She looked down into her purse. Her gun was still there, ready to fire. No, that only works in movies. She looked at it some more. Then she glanced at Cameron who was on his knees looking out the back of the car. Then she looked at the driver who was concentrating on not crashing the car in the falling snow as he sped up the highway toward the top of a mountain.

The truck was almost at their side. Talia couldn't wait for a good idea to come to her. Neither of the men were watching as she shrugged her shoulders and took the gun out of her purse.

Cameron glanced over his shoulder to see her roll down the window with her gun in her hand. "What the hell are you doing?" He yelled in a high pitched voice that was more of a scream.

The driver suddenly made a left onto a side road at 100 kilometers per hour, throwing Cameron backwards against the passenger side door, and nearly throwing Talia the rest of the way out the window that she was already hanging from. Cameron dove to grab her legs and keep her from falling out of the car.

Talia fired her gun at the tires of the guard's truck. She had no hope of hitting it. The guard was trying to make the turn onto the side road as he saw her aiming a gun at him. She didn't know if she hit the tire, the truck, or if she just startled the guard. The truck ran off the road and hit a tree.

Talia began to kick at Cameron to let go of her, so she could climb back into the Pathfinder. She sat down on the seat and dropped her gun back into her purse which was still sitting on the floor. "Well, he's gone." She said, trying to catch her breath. She looked at the driver. "You can probably slow down a little now."

"Are you certain?" The driver asked her.

"Yes, he hit a tree." She tried not to smile, but the statement made her want to giggle. It was her first car chase. "He won't be going anywhere soon."

The driver slowed some, so that he could drive more safely.

Cameron looked at Talia. He was exhausted, and this wasn't helping him. "You shot him?"

"No, I shot at him. I didn't even come close to hitting him. He just missed the turn and hit a tree. Now, sit back and relax for the rest of the trip." She looked out the window at the vast empty landscape outside the car. There was nothing out here. There was barely a road. "From the looks of it, no one will find us out here."

The driver smiled at Talia in his rear view mirror. "I do not know who you are, but this is the most fun I have ever had driving a taxi."

God, when will it end? Talia flopped back into her seat to wait out the rest of the drive.

It wasn't long before they came to lower land and the snow turned to a flurry. The driver said that they were only about 10 kilometers from Lviv. Talia began to get nervous again. Now it was time to deal with Percival. She wasn't looking forward to it. It was something she had to do. She had no choice.

The driver stopped at an intersection to make a turn onto the road that they would take into the city. As they were sitting at the stop sign, there was a thunderous roar overhead. The driver threw the gear shift to park and looked out the windshield.

Talia sat up with a start. "What the hell was that?"

"It's a small jet flying really low." The driver said, sounding relieved. Talia thought that he might have considered the helicopter possibility too. "It's—how you say?" He paused and stared out the windshield. "It's pink."

Talia rolled down her window and looked out to see the plane flying away ahead of them. "Damn!"

"It can't be." Cameron insisted.

"What is it?" Asked the driver.

Talia sat back in her seat again and looked at the driver. "That's my fucking plane."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 

 

Tyrell turned the stick as hard as he could to make the 90 degree turn putting them in line with the highway below. Clarissa held on to the arms of her chair. Michael did the same.

Tyrell kept eyeing the instruments. He couldn't understand what was happening to them. He hadn't seen anything like it since the military when he flew over the magnetic north pole. It was as though there was an extreme change in the magnetic field around them that had rendered the entire instrument panel useless.

He got the plane on route directly above the highway. "Well, you picked the right direction." The voice on the radio said. "It looks like you're headed east."

Tyrell sat back and breathed a little. He looked at the compass. It was spinning out of control the way that it would over a pole. They weren't over a pole. There had to be something causing it to happen. He had to find out what that something was.

Clarissa was starting to relax. She didn't leave her house that often. She knew it was good for her on some weird psychological level, but she really just wanted to hear that her family was all right so she could go home with Tyrell and have a normal life. She was glad in a sick way that the whole thing had finally come to pass. She'd spent so long looking out for Talia and purposely not talking about all of it that she felt cleansed. She couldn't wait for it all to be over. She prayed that everyone she loved would be okay. She looked forward to confronting D'mitri. He was going to pay for all the hell that he'd put her baby girl through.

Clarissa remembered the day that D'mitri had married her daughter. Right before the ceremony, she had left her daughter and party to go across the newly gilded hallway in St. Basil's Cathedral to the parlor on the opposite side. That was where the men were waiting for the ceremony to begin.

When Clarissa had entered the parlor, D'mitri was surrounded by a group of friends from both the military and the Detective Administration. She'd known that D'mitri had had no trouble attracting her daughter. He was a stunning man, standing well over six feet tall, with yellow blonde hair and piercing blue eyes. He had a body that looked as though it had been created through hard work rather than nature itself. He may even have used steroids. He'd moved with the grace of a ballet dancer, but he'd been very manly. He was suave; the kind of guy that parents dreaded their little girls ever meeting. He'd been the kind of cult of personality that Clarissa had worried about her daughter dating, much less spending her life with.

D'mitri had been surprised to see her. He knew she didn't like him. He'd figured that she would just silently wait out the entire event. Talia had told him many times what a recluse and a basket case her mother was. Clarissa remembered the shocked expression on his face when she'd walked in. The memory of it always made her smile.

"Hello." D'mitri said. He was obviously not expecting her and didn't know what to say.

"Hello D'mitri." She wanted to giggle when she saw how uncomfortable he was. It would give her the advantage in the talk that they were about to have. "I just thought that you and I should have a little talk before you marry my little girl."

D'mitri's expression changed from uncomfortable to annoyed. "I see. What can I do for you then?"

"I just want to give you my motherly speech about being a member of my family and all that rot."

D'mitri sat down in the nearest available chair. "Okay, shoot." He obviously thought that what she was about to say would be meaningless.

"I'm very happy that my little girl is happy with you." Clarissa began, pacing back and forth in front of D'mitri and his chair. She'd never liked to make speeches of any kind, which seemed strange since she was an international film and stage star. "How can I put this? I only have one daughter. I only have one child. I lost the only man I've ever loved because of the spy game. I don't like what you do for a living. I don't care what you call it; I call it being a spy."

"I'm simply an agent in the Detective Administration. I'm not a spy."

Clarissa hated to split hairs over semantics about secret police and intelligence agencies. "Whatever. I have this need to know that my only living family is safe and happy. Can you guarantee that she will be?"

"Yes."

"Okay, but I'll be watching you and her."

"From America?"

Clarissa scowled at him. She didn't like him, and she felt the need to keep him in his place. "Yes. You know that I gave Talia the rings that Ben and I were supposed to exchange at our own wedding, right?"

"Yes."

"Well, Ben's life made me nervous. Obviously it wasn't without cause. The rings were designed by a friend of his over at the CIA. They each have a tracking device built into them. I have the software to monitor them at home. This way I can keep track of where my daughter is, and I can have some idea, at any time, if she's all right."

"Does your daughter know this?"

"No, and you won't tell her either. If you do, she will get rid of the thing, and I will have to move here to keep an eye on her. You wouldn't want me hanging around all the time, would you?"

"No."

"Good, then we understand each other."

D'mitri was stunned. He'd never thought of that. It was ingenious, but he wouldn't admit it to her. "You intend to spy on us."

"I don't like to look at it that way. I just need to know that she's okay. The main point to the rings is that they monitor body heat as well as having a GPS device in them. If, God forbid, she were to die, I would know it. I know you think I'm crazy, but it will help me sleep at night."

"Well, whatever makes you feel better." He had to make this woman trust him somehow. "I don't want you to worry about Talia. She is going to be fine. I would never let anyone hurt her. I promise. I swear. She'll be safe with me."

"I'm sure she will be. She has to be. You don't want to deal with me if anything ever happens to her."

"Are you threatening me?" He asked, suddenly sounding both defensive and frightening.

"I don't make threats. I would never bring any clouds to my daughter's special day."

"Then what are you saying?"

Clarissa stopped pacing and walked to D'mitri. She put one hand on each arm of his chair, trapping him. She looked straight into his eyes. She was not the woman that Talia had told him about. She wasn't scared of anything at this moment. "I'm saying that you're a dangerous man. My daughter doesn't understand that, but I do. I won't allow my daughter to have her life ruined. I won't allow her to get hurt. If you ever hurt my daughter; if you ever harm one hair on her head or make her cry, you will have to deal with me."

D'mitri pushed Clarissa aside and stood up to face her. He towered over her as he looked down into her face. "And if I don't do as you've ordered? If I don't follow your rules, what do you think you will do to me?"

"My daughter thinks I'm fragile. She thinks that I can't handle anything. She doesn't know me as well as she thinks she does. Don't you make the same mistake." She poked him in the chest with her finger and pushed him away. "Don't screw with your mother-in-law." She turned to walk out.

"And if I do?" He called after her as she reached the door.

Clarissa turned to look at him. "If you ever harm my daughter, I'll kill you." She replied flatly.

There was a sudden flash in D'mitri's head. She was serious. "What will you do, crazy woman, hire a hit man?"

"No." She smiled at him; she smiled as a soldier would in wartime. "I'm crazy. I'll do it myself." Then she walked out of the room.

Clarissa looked out the small window from the cockpit. "Aren't we flying awfully low?" She asked Tyrell, who was still trying to figure out how to control the jet with all of the instruments malfunctioning.

"There's a little snow storm going on, and I can't see where I'm going unless I can see the ground. These clouds are so low; I may as well be driving this thing down that highway. I wish I knew what was causing this."

Michael, who'd always reminded Clarissa of D'mitri, therefore she'd never really liked him, was sitting in the co-pilot seat. He'd been studying the situation on the plane's computer panel while Tyrell had been handling the plane. "I think that someone is messing with us."

"What the hell are you talking about?" Tyrell snapped at him. He'd been on the road with this sideshow for too long, and he was running out of patience.

"I read about this in a trade magazine that Talia had in her office a while back." Michael told him. "There's a device out there that was created by one of those Middle Eastern Separatist groups. It's a remote control thing that emits electromagnetic pulses. Correct me if I'm wrong, but isn't that what's doing this?"

Tyrell hated to admit when Michael had a point. He'd never understood Michael. He was a graduate of MIT and an ex-marine. He was some kind of genius. He'd gone to college at 14. Talia had pretty much pulled his name out of a hat when she'd hired him. Tyrell had told her that she needed to screen him more carefully, but she wouldn't listen. Thank God she'd been right. Michael had been a great assistant and bodyguard. Over the last few years, Tyrell had actually learned to feel comfortable letting her out with Michael. Now he was trying to get comfortable with Michael as an equal. For the last few years, he'd seen him as a kid. It was hard for someone Tyrell's age to admit that someone as young as Michael might know something that he did not. It was just a case of pride, but pride is very important in the life of any man.

"Hey kid, you might just have a point there." Tyrell admitted. "How did they get a remote on this plane though?"

"The article said that they use programming in cell phones."

Tyrell scoffed. "How can they do that? These people are in hiding. How could they have gotten their hands on our cell phones?"

"They spread it like a virus. It's just programming; it's not hardware."

"That's impossible. If that were possible, then it would have to be audible."

"It is. They use a key word that sets it off. It only works with certain types of phones though. It has to be a certain model of phone with specific programming. Real high tech stuff. The irony is that it won't work on old phones or cheap phones. So if you don't have the technology, it can't get to you."

"So, if this happened to us, why did it just start messing with the equipment?" "The keyword only installs the programming for the remote control. Once it's installed, it can be used at the discretion of the person who actually has the remote control. It'll work any time the phone is turned on."

"Well, if that's all accurate, then one of us would have to have a phone that Percival called us on, right?"

"Yes."

Tyrell looked at Clarissa. "Have you talked to him?"

The radio interrupted them. "Okay, you're in our sights. You're coming in really low I see. You should see the runway lights in front of you. Line it up, and let's go."

Tyrell looked out the windshield. The runway for the Lviv International Airport was right in front of him. He couldn't have lined it up better if he actually looked out and tried. He activated the landing gear.

"I've got it tower. I'm putting the gear down now. I have no instruments, so how far out and up am I?"

"You're only about a half mile out and eight hundred feet up."

Tyrell turned to Clarissa. "Have you talked to him?"

"Yes. I talked to him before I got to Krakow."

Tyrell glared at her. "Give me the phone."

Clarissa reached into her pocket and handed him her phone.

"I hope it's not too late." He said. He grabbed the phone from her and handed it to Michael. "Throw this thing out of here."

"What?" Michael exclaimed. "Why? It's already done its job."

"Just throw the damn thing out the window!" Tyrell yelled. "We're barely above the ground; it'll be like throwing something out of a car."

"But…" Michael tried to speak.

"Just do it!" Tyrell yelled. "What if there's some other program in there that works by remote? I can't deal with that right now! Now heave that damn thing out the window!"

Michael forced open the window and threw out Clarissa's cell phone. He struggled until he got the window to close again.

Tyrell heaved a heavy sigh. "Thank God." Then he looked at the panel. The landing gear wasn't going down. He knew the reading was true, because he always heard it moving under them. "The landing gear isn't coming down."

"Are you sure?" Michael asked.

"Yes. I didn't hear it." He grabbed the mike for the radio. "Tower, we have no landing gear, and we're on final approach. Please advise."






  







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 

 

Cameron sat and thought about the situation as they sat in the taxi at the stop sign. The taxi driver didn't quite know what to do at that point any more than Talia or Cameron did. Cameron didn't know how Talia's plane could have gotten to Lviv before them, and he had no idea who was in it.

Talia sat and stared out the windshield of the taxi.

"How did your plane get here?" Cameron asked. Talia glared at him, telling him that she had no answer. "I know that you don't know, but do you have any ideas?"

Talia was at wit's end. "I have no idea about anything anymore. I went to all this trouble with the taxi and the border guard and everything so that I could sneak up on Percival. Now my plane just comes zooming right into town. He's sure to know that we're here now. What I don't get is why no one told us." She looked around the back seat of the SUV. "Where's the phone?"

Cameron looked around him and found the cell phone stuck down in between the seat cushion and the back of his seat. He picked it up to discover that it wasn't on. Talia rolled her eyes at him. "Well, I guess that answers that question." She snatched the phone from Cameron's hand. "I'm calling Eduard to see what it is that I'm missing." Talia dialed the phone. "Hello, Leonid?" She seemed to be having a difficult time hearing the voice on the other end. "It's Talia. Where's Eduard? What do you mean, why? I just saw my plane fly over my head, that's why. Now, where is he? Let me talk to him old man, or I'll come back there and kick your ass! Do you understand me?" Talia glanced at Cameron, and saw him staring at her with his mouth open in shock. She winked at him while she waited. "Eduard? What's going on? What do you mean, you don't know? I just saw my own plane fly over my head." There was a pause. "What do you mean, where am I? I'm in the Ukraine, just like I said I would be. I'm outside of Lviv. Yes, it was my plane, flying right over my head."

Just then, the ground shook, ever so slightly, and the horizon in front of them lit up with the flames from an explosion.

Cameron looked at Talia who was looking back at him. "You don't think…" he started.

Talia stared, open mouthed at him. "Oh, God." She looked at the phone and listened to the words on the other end. "You don't want to know." She suddenly held the phone away from her ear, as if avoiding a loud sound. "Okay!" Talia shouted into the phone. "I'm pretty sure that my plane just exploded."

"Prepare for emergency landing." The voice on the radio told Tyrell. "We'll foam up the runway and send out the emergency vehicles for you."

"Thanks." Tyrell replied flatly. "Do you have any advice on where exactly I should aim for?"

"Just try to keep your nose up as far as you can. Oh yeah, and try not to hit the terminal."

Tyrell looked at Clarissa. "Don't worry, just put on your seat belt and get some pillows to hold onto."

Clarissa stared at him like a deer caught in a car's headlights. She did as he told her without comment. She got the pillows from the passenger compartment and brought them back to the cockpit. She fastened herself into the spare seat and hugged a pillow.

Clarissa looked at Tyrell. "You've done this before, right?"

Tyrell wanting to allay all of her fears, but he couldn't lie to her. He'd always been honest with Clarissa, no matter what. He smiled as much as he could at her. "I wouldn't worry about it Clarry. I'd never done a lot of things before I met you and your little girl. I'm sure I can do this just as well as I've done anything else."

Clarissa couldn't help but smile back at him. "Thank God for multi-faceted men."

Tyrell grabbed the mike again. "Okay, here we come tower."

Tyrell could see the end of the runway. He saw that they were coming in very fast and very low. The runway was long enough to accommodate an Airbus, so he wasn't worried about running out of runway. All he could think about was that this was not the way that he wanted to end it all. He knew that he had to come out of this okay, because he still had things that he had to do, and one of those things was sitting right next to him. He was determined not to leave the Earth until he'd had his chance to be with Clarissa Anderson. He also wanted to help Talia finally put to rest this whole chapter of her life so that she could get on with hers.

Tyrell came down on the very end of the runway and pulled as hard as he could on the stick. He knew that he had to get the nose of the plane up in order to keep them from being killed. He braced his feet against the instrument panel as he fought with the wheel to pull it back and bring up the nose of the jet. He pulled and pulled harder and harder until he thought that he couldn't pull anymore. Suddenly, the plane jerked as the nose snapped up and the rear end of the plane struck the runway. They were still going way too fast to land, but they were on the ground regardless.

Everyone in the cockpit was thrown about like stuffed animals as the plane fishtailed its way toward the terminal. There was a parade of red and blue flashing lights atop the emergency vehicles waiting for them at the end of the runway. Tyrell fought to keep hold of the stick in a meaningless attempt to guide the jet. Clarissa kept her eyes shut, not wanting to see what was happening in front of her. Michael held on to the instrument panel for dear life and braced himself for whatever might be coming.

Tyrell held onto the wheel. He watched the flashing lights come closer and closer. He feared that they wouldn't stop in time. He was afraid that if the vehicles didn't move, the jet would crash right into them.

There was a voice on the radio. "That's it! You've got it! By God, you're going to do it! Just keep on those breaks, and hopefully they'll help you stop."

Brakes. Tyrell had completely forgotten about them. He looked down and saw that the pedal, which was in no way connected to his feet, was completely depressed. He looked over to Michael and saw that he was standing on his brake. Michael looked at him, smiled and gave him thumbs up. Tyrell smiled back and turned to watch where he was going.

The vehicles were growing larger as the plane skidded closer and closer to them. Tyrell could see that it was going to be a close call. He squinted his eyes as he got way too close to the emergency vehicles. Just in time, the jet came to a stop next to the first fire truck on the runway.

Tyrell opened his eyes to discover that he'd stopped the plane without hitting anything. He heaved a heavy sigh of relief and then turned to the other two passengers. "Okay, let's get out of here quick. You never can tell what might happen after a crash landing." He helped Clarissa with her seatbelt, while Michael unbelted himself.

Clarissa was frightened. "What do you mean, you never can tell?"

"Just move." Tyrell pushed her along to the hatch at the exit. He didn't say another word to her about the situation. He just kept moving her along. Michael followed closely behind them. The three of them jumped into a waiting airbag below the door.

As they rode away in the baggage car, they could hear yelling behind them. Tyrell couldn't tell what the people were saying, because he didn't speak Ukrainian, but he could tell that whatever it was, it was urgent. The men were running to get back into the truck. In seconds they were driving up the runway after them. They started motioning to the man driving the baggage car and yelling something at him.

The baggage car stopped and the man said, "Get out and run." He then jumped out of the car and ran away from the crashed plane.

Tyrell didn't wait for any explanations. "Come on!" Clarissa and Michael didn't stop to argue. They all ran as fast as they could toward the terminal building.

The whole group just made it to the door of the lower part of the terminal when behind them the Lear Jet exploded. It lit up the sky like an overdose of fireworks on a very cold Fourth of July. The windows rattled as though they might break. The group covered their faces and feared the worst, but the windows held.

"Welcome to Lviv." The familiar voice from the plane's radio was now coming from behind them. The tower operator was standing behind them, smiling.

Tyrell couldn't help but let out a little giggle. "Thanks." He said, putting out his hand to shake the tower operator's hand.

"You really know how to make an entrance." The tower operator replied. He looked over and saw Clarissa collecting herself. "But I can tell you've learned from the very best."

"Why thank you." Clarissa flashed him her million dollar smile. "I don't suppose there's any way that we could get a ride into town, is there?"

"What's the rush little lady? We haven't even put out the fire yet. Why don't you take a breather and have a cup of tea first?"

"What a dear you are." Clarissa smiled at him again. "I so wish that I could, but I have someplace that I really have to be. Be a doll and find us a ride, please?" She flashed her sweetest smile at him, which he couldn't resist.

Five minutes later they had a taxi to drive them into Lviv.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 

 

Talia shuddered as the taxi pulled into the Old Town square in Lviv. It was her dream. Everything looked exactly as it had in her nightmares. She saw the house on the far side of the square, standing out from the rest. It was as she had pictured it time and again in her dream. It was where all of this nonsense would finally end. She was going to go in there and face whatever demon was inside. She was relatively certain that she knew what it was.

She knew that her whole marriage had been some kind of a lie. She was reasonably certain that her own husband had faked his death and was heading the terrorist group that was trying to take over Russia.

She knew one thing for sure. He'd kidnapped her daughter, and he would have to pay for that. She'd come here to get Anya. She wouldn't leave without her. She also didn't intend to spend one more day away from Anya. After all of this was over Talia vowed to be the mother she'd always wanted to be. She would no longer take orders from terrorists that kept her away from her family. She was going to go back to Russia. She loved it there and her family was there.

Cameron stood next to Talia and watched her take in the scene in front of them. He had talked to her about the dream she'd been having. He guessed that it was the scene she'd been talking about. He felt a chill go up his own spine as he looked around. He didn't know what to say. What could he say?

The phone, which was in Cameron's jacket pocket, began to ring. Talia shook her head and turned to look at his pocket. He stared at her for a moment, and then he realized that he should do something.

"Hello?" Cameron said into the phone. "Excuse me? No, I'm not Eduard." There was a pause as he strained to listen. "Oh, my God! Hang on." He handed the phone to Talia. "It's Anya!"

Talia grabbed the phone frantically. "Anya? Where are you? Thank God. Look we're right outside in the square. Yes. I know. Anya, listen to me. I'm with a man named Cameron. He has on a big blue parka, he's tall and he's waiting in the square for you. Can you get out here?" She listened. "Yes, he knows what you look like. He'll be right next to the carousel. I have something I have to do. I just want you to be safe. I know, but I have to. I know honey. I've known for a while now. That's why I'm here. Don't cry sweetie. You know I can't just let this go. It won't stop. I'll make everything all right. I'll never leave you again. I promise. Now, come out of there and stay with Cameron in the square. I'll be back as soon as I can. No, I'll be all right. I'm certain. Okay. Anya, I love you. I've always loved you, and I always will." She turned the phone off. She turned to Cameron. "We need to get another phone." She said, walking away toward a phone stand in the middle of the square.

Cameron followed along. "What is it that you think you're going to do? Do you have any idea what you're walking into?"

Talia didn't answer him. She walked to the phone stand, whipped out a credit card and made arrangements for a new phone. Cameron stood quietly next to her while she quickly finished the transaction. She turned to him and handed him the phone. "Here." She took a piece of paper and stuffed it in her pocket. "I have the number. Now, you call me the minute Anya is safe." She turned to walk away.

Cameron grabbed her by the arm. "You shouldn't do this."

Talia's look was cold. "I have to. It won't ever stop if I don't stop it."

"Do you realize…" Cameron began.

"Yes. He's in there, he's alive, and he's made my life a living hell."

"You knew."

"I have to go." Talia pulled away from Cameron. "Take care of my daughter."

"Talia!" She turned to look at him. "I love you!" He hoped it wasn't the last time he would see her.

Talia smiled at him and turned to walk toward the house.

She looked at the black stone house as she walked across the square to it. She'd dreamed it so many times that she couldn't shake her eerie chill. She knew what she was going to find inside. She knew what was supposed to happen. She'd dreamed it a thousand times. She felt the gun in her pocket, not sure if she could use it on her own husband or anyone for that matter.

She reached the door. She looked up to see the lion's head over the door. She remembered it well from her nightmare. She took a deep breath. She felt momentarily paralyzed. She was suddenly afraid to confront what she knew was inside.

How could it have come to this? Her whole adult life was a lie. Her husband was the leader of a terrorist group. He'd been in the business of fighting terrorism, and then somehow turned to the dark side. He was like Darth Vader in the old Star Wars movies. She didn't want to face him. She didn't want to feel like she'd wasted her life. She didn't want to look at him.

Suddenly she had a moment of clarity. Ironically, D'mitri had been the one who had told her about moments like this. He'd said that at some point in every person's life, they have one moment when they see everything as it really is. There's no distortion, there's no distraction. All you see is truth. The truth was that her husband had only loved her until he discovered that she wouldn't simply believe in whatever he told her to. He'd been so selfish that he'd given no thought to destroying her life and her daughter's life. He'd given no thought to forcing them all to live in fear for their lives at every moment unless they did what he told them to. He was a monster. It was a simple as that. He needed to be stopped. There would be only one way to stop him. She knew that.

Her husband would finally have to die.

Talia turned the doorknob and entered the house. She found herself in an entry hall. It had an old look. It had been well preserved. The walls were carved wood of some sort, she thought mahogany. The carpet was deep red, with tiny flowers on it. She saw that the hallway extended at least 50 feet in front of her to a closed door. There was an open staircase that ascended to the next floor only a few feet in front of her. She saw a window on the landing between flights of stairs. The window was leaded stained glass, depicting some kind of a garden scene.

To her left were open French doors that lead to the sitting room, or living room. It too had been preserved from times of old. The walls were carved and the carpet deep red as well. The furnishings were mostly 17th century French. Talia saw that no one was in that room.

To her right was an open door that lead to a study or office. She knew that room. That was the room from her dream. That was the room where she would meet her serpent, her husband. There was no one in the room as she peered through the door. She walked in and took her place in front of the giant wooden desk.

It seemed as though time had stopped. Talia felt like she had been waiting forever. She kept looking at her watch. She swore that the hands weren't moving. She couldn't do anything. All she could do was wait. She had the feeling that she was being watched. She was certain that Percival would never have such a room unless it was fully monitored. She figured that he was sitting in the next room watching her on TV.

She remembered her life well now. How could she have been so blind? She was a slave for an overbearing husband that did nothing but judge her. He did nothing but tell her how naïve she was and how much she still had to learn. He reminded her incessantly how ignorant she was in the ways of the real world.

Well, he should be proud of me right about now.

She refused to let him get the best of her at that point. Her daughter was sneaking out of the house as she waited. It was just about the two of them. This was where she would get her life back. She'd lost it when she'd married him, not when he'd supposedly died. Now she could be whole again. She wanted to smile, but she wouldn't give him any clue of her state of mind, knowing that he was watching her.

Finally, the door behind the desk, opposite Talia opened. Just as she'd expected, D'mitri came strolling into the room. He stopped behind the desk facing Talia. He had a smirk on his face, which looked like a cat that had just eaten a canary.

When D'mitri looked her in the eye, his expression suddenly changed. She hadn't been stunned. She hadn't looked the least bit surprised. She hadn't fainted from the shock. Talia resisted the urge to smile as she saw the look of disappointment spread across his face.

"What's wrong D'mitri?" Talia asked, trying not to look too satisfied. She'd already gotten the best of him by ruining his entrance.

D'mitri opened his mouth long before he spoke. "You knew?"

Talia smiled a sadistic smile at him. "Well, of course I knew. You taught me everything I know. You're the best, right?"

It was obvious to her that he didn't know what to say. It obviously was not what he'd planned for their meeting. He stared at her for a moment. "Why are you here?"

"Well, for one thing, I came to get my daughter. I understand that you thought you would just take her and I would stand for it."

"There's nothing you can do about it now. She's with me, and that is that."

Talia's phone rang. "Excuse me, I have to take this." She pulled the phone out of her pocket. She put it to her ear. "Hello. Good. Okay. Great. Okay. I have to go; I'm in the middle of something right now. I know, but I have to go." She closed the phone and returned it to her pocket.

Talia looked at D'mitri for a moment. "Why?"

"Who was on the phone?"

"That's not important yet. Why?"

"Why what?"

"Why did you turn into a monster?"

"Because of the things that I always told you. I always said that progressive change doesn't really change anything. Radical change is the only form of true change in the world."

"But why did you make your own father the focal point of it? I don't understand why you would turn on your own family. You lied to me. You let Anya believe that you were dead. How could you do that?"

"You left me no choice. My father betrayed me years ago, but you—you wouldn't listen to me. You didn't agree with any of my beliefs. My only choice was to leave you. I had to do what I thought was right. I had ideas that can change the world. I couldn't let you and my father and all of your archaic thinking hold me back."

This was the serpent that Talia had been dreaming of all this time. She saw the black in his eyes. She saw the lack of a soul. No matter what had happened, this man wasn't the man that she'd known all those years ago.

Talia stared at him. "How did Eduard betray you?"

"You have no idea, do you? He let my mother die."

So that was it. This whole thing had happened because he'd believed that it was Eduard's fault that his mother died. It's amazing how everything boils down to childhood trauma.

"Eduard couldn't do anything to help your mother. His hands were tied. There was nothing he could do. She'd been kidnapped by terrorists, and the government wouldn't negotiate with terrorists. No government would negotiate with terrorists in those days. You can't blame him."

D'mitri stared at her with soulless eyes. "He should have tried to do something. Look at him now. He's doing everything on Earth to rescue his granddaughter. Foolish old man. He should have done something then. It would serve him right if I killed his precious granddaughter to teach him a lesson." He slammed his fist down on the desk.

Talia kept her composure. "Well, you can't do that either."

"Sure I can. What's stopping me? You? Don't be ridiculous."

Talia couldn't believe that she'd ever loved this monster. "Who the hell do you think you are? She was now showing all of the emotions that she'd wanted to hide from him.

"I'll tell you who I am. I'm Percival. You think that I run some two bit terrorist group?" He spat on the floor. "I've created a whole new religion. You can't stop me."

Talia couldn't believe her ears. He was deranged. He thought he was a God. She pulled the gun out of her pocket. She leveled it at him across the desk. "I think I can."

D'mitri smiled. "What about your daughter?"

"She's with a friend of mine. She managed to sneak out of here a while ago."

D'mitri's expression degenerated into a grimace that had violence written all over it. "Well, no matter. You won't kill me anyway."

"Don't be so sure." Talia replied, gun aimed at his head.

"You can't. I told you, I've got a loyal following. I've created an entire religion based on the teachings of Percival. Cutting off the head of the serpent won't stop them."

How the hell did he land on the exact same symbology as her dream?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







CHAPTER THIRTY
 

 

Suddenly, from behind her, Talia heard a voice.

"Talia, get down!" It was Clarissa.

Talia fell to the floor when she saw the 9mm Beretta in her mother's hand.

It all happened fast. Talia lay on the floor. She heard the shot fired. She heard a thud. There was a pause that seemed to last forever. Then she heard her mother's voice.

"It's okay." Clarissa said. She touched Talia on the shoulder as she lay on the floor. "You can get up now."

Talia struggled to her feet. She remembered this from her dream, but she still couldn't believe that it had happened. She turned and looked at D'mitri as he lay face down in a pool of blood on the desk. He was dead. She didn't need to check for a pulse. She could tell. It was done. There was nothing she could do about it now.

She turned to Clarissa. "What the hell did you think you were doing?"

Clarissa was taken aback, but she stood her ground. "I was protecting you."

Talia slumped into the chair that she'd been standing behind. "He's dead."

Clarissa sat down in the chair next to her and took her hand. "I know, honey. I killed him."

Talia just stared at her.

"I told him years ago that if he ever hurt you, I would kill him. I was just making good on my promise." She paused and watched Talia's expression. "I had to. He was a monster. He had to die. I didn't want you to have to live with this for the rest of your life. I love you. I was just trying to protect you. I swear that's why. Talia?" She was waving her hands in front of Talia's face. "Talia? Sweetheart? Can you hear me?"

Talia snapped out of her trance and looked at Clarissa. "You knew about all of this, didn't you? You knew the whole time, and you didn't tell me."

"I didn't think it would be best for me to tell you everything I knew about, but when this Cameron—whoever he is—came along, I had no choice." She put her hand to her head, like she had a horrible headache. "I'm sorry. I made the wrong choices. I didn't know what to do. I did the best I knew how. How was I supposed to know what to do? It's not like anything like this has ever happened to anyone before."

Talia knew that her mother was right about that. It was a unique circumstance. The only thing that Talia had always been able to count on was that her mother loved her. She had an awfully strange way of showing it, but she loved her nevertheless.

She reached over and grabbed Clarissa in a big hug. "I know you love me. I know you did the best you could." She drew back. "It's just that he said all this stuff about him starting a new religion and stuff like that. I wish I'd gotten more information."

Tyrell came running into the room. He stopped dead when he saw the scene before him. "Damn."

"Tyrell!" Clarissa exclaimed. "Thank God! Where are the rest?"

Talia was suddenly starting to put all the pieces together. "Damn, mom, that was my plane that blew up, wasn't it?"

Clarissa squinted and looked away from her briefly. "Sorry."

"It's okay." Tyrell answered. "She'll buy you a new one." He turned to Clarissa. "The place is empty. Either he was all alone here, or everyone bugged out."

Talia closed her eyes in frustration. "My guess is that everyone bugged out."

Tyrell looked back and forth between Talia and Clarissa. "That's my guess too. There's so many people out there at that carnival that there's no way to follow them. They're just gone."

Talia's phone rang again. "Hello. Hi baby! Thank God you're all right! I'm on my way."

"Well Tyrell, call the authorities. Check around here and see if you can find something to go on. I don't believe for one minute that he was all alone. He hates to be alone." She got up and started for the door.

"Where are you going?" Clarissa asked.

"Anya is waiting outside. I'm going to get my daughter, and then I'm going home."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  







EPILOGUE
 

 

It seemed like eons had passed by the time her mother's wedding day finally came. Talia had never been so proud of her. She and Tyrell were the perfect couple. At last, Clarissa Anderson would have her fairy tale wedding and live happily ever after. Talia was confident that her mother's marriage would last forever. It had taken her decades to take the plunge this first time.

Talia wondered if she would ever marry again. Cameron Walker was an amazing man, but he hadn't been willing to come and live in Moscow with the rest of the President's family. Talia wanted to see him, but she felt that it was better to make a clean break of it.

Eduard had taken his oath as President of Russia in January. He was able to make his own decisions about running his country. It was ironic that he became President unwillingly, yet he would rule by his conscience. It's funny how fate works. There had been no contact from anyone that claimed to be a follower of D'mitri/Percival. Eduard supposed that there were no loyal followers and that D'mitri made the whole thing up. Talia wasn't so sure, but she couldn't find any proof that she was right, so she didn't discuss it.

Valentine's Day was coming. It didn't mean much to the average Russian, but Clarissa and Tyrell had chosen the most romantic American day of the year to take their Russian vows in The Palace of Facets. There had been talk of the ceremony being held in St. Basil's Cathedral, but the whole family had voted that it might be bad luck.

With two days to go, Eduard had sent Leonid to Reykjavík to pick up his date for the wedding, Nina Friederichsdottir, the former President. They'd always been close. Talia hoped that they could have a personal relationship now that Nina was no longer in office. It would be the first relationship of its kind if it worked out. No one had ever heard of two Presidents of completely different countries in different parts of the world dating. Everyone agreed, however, that she made Eduard act like a schoolboy, so what could be better? It said a lot for the legitimacy of the global community as well.

Anya seemed to be recuperating well after her experience with her father. Talia didn't know where she got her resiliency. She supposed it came from Clarissa. Talia had changed her view of her mother. Now she saw Clarissa Anderson as one of the strongest women in the world.

Anya wasn't into dating, or so she told Talia. That made Talia happy. The last thing that she wanted was for her daughter to get married too young. She knew all to well what could happen. Michael had volunteered to escort Anya to the wedding. He wasn't seeing anyone, and they were partnered in the wedding party. Talia found the idea acceptable. That way Michael could keep an eye on her. She secretly wondered about the way that her daughter and her body guard spent hours talking about absolutely nothing. She wondered what would happen to that relationship in a few years.

Leonid and his wife. Eduard and Nina. Clarissa and Tyrell. To some extent, Michael and Anya. Everyone had paired off to some degree or other. The whole world was in balance. In two days, Talia's mother would be married for the first time in her life. She figured that it wouldn't be that long before Eduard and Nina followed the same path.

Talia sat in the freezing cold on the front porch of the country house that they spent most of their time at. Eduard still didn't like spending any more time than necessary in Moscow. He much preferred the country. There was a lot of snow in February, but it was still beautiful in the country. They were far enough from the hustle and bustle of Moscow, that the city's lights were only a distant glow on the horizon at night. It was just the family, their body guards, their drivers, their cooks, their housekeepers, and their other staff. It was strange being part of the elite in a country that she wasn't born in. She wanted to spend the rest of her life there. Russia felt like home.

Talia's mind wandered to work. She still did a lot of research and analysis for both the Russian and American governments. She could work from home on her computer. She didn't even have to go to an office anymore. She'd been surprised to hear that the two governments didn't mind getting their information from the same person. It had been said that it had always worked that way—now they were just admitting it. At least once the Percival problem had been laid to rest, she could concentrate on some other groups. Finally, Talia Anderson could return to her post as the most knowledgeable person in the world on matters of terrorism.

Talia sat on the front porch in the freezing cold wondering how her life would turn out. She'd taken care of everyone else. She'd hoped to get on with her life. It didn't seem to be turning out that way. When Cameron had made his decision to go back to Seattle, it had crushed her. He said that he couldn't pick up and move to Russia. He'd said that if she really loved him, she would move to where he lived. Talia hoped that someday Cameron would understand why she couldn't do that.

Clarissa came out onto the porch, wrapped in a blanket over her parka. Clarissa hated the Russian winter. "Are you determined to sit out here and get pneumonia two days before my wedding?"

Talia smiled up at her mother. "I'll be fine. This is your first winter. I've spent many winters in Russia."

Clarissa sat down on the step next to Talia. "Why is it that my maid of honor would rather sit out here and rut in misery, than come inside and have a wonderful dinner with her family?"

"I just wanted to be alone and think for a bit."

"It's not like you don't know his phone number."

"What are you talking about?"

"Cameron. That is what you're thinking about, right?"

Talia smiled at her mother. "It's easier to forget about them when they're dead."

Clarissa smiled back at her. Then she looked up toward the driveway. There was a Nissan Pathfinder pulling up in front of the house. "I guess I'll go inside."

Talia jumped up. "Mother, what's going on?"

Clarissa smiled at her from the open door. "Maybe you shouldn't try so hard to forget him."

The Pathfinder stopped. Cameron Walker got out of it. He was grinning at Talia. He knew that she hadn't expected him. He walked to the porch and directly to her.

"What are you doing here?" Talia asked.

"Nice to see you too."

"I'm sorry. I just wasn't expecting you. I thought you'd be in Seattle."

"I should have known that you'd still be pissed. Clarissa invited me to the wedding. She asked me to walk her down the aisle, since Eduard was busy being her best man."

"Oh. Well, come in. It's cold out here."

"It's not easy to find either. I'm not from around here."

Talia stopped at the door and turned to him. "You know, I am still pissed at you. I thought you were different than other men. I thought you loved me. You ran out on me just like all the other men in the world. Maybe you shouldn't be so cocky."

Cameron grabbed her by the arm and pulled her close to him. "All right, I screwed up. So sue me. I'm here now."

"Yeah, for a wedding."

"So, do you want me here or not?"

"Why?" Talia pulled away from him a little, and eyed him cautiously. "Would you like to stick around for a couple of weeks and then run out on me again and go home?"

Cameron reached into his pocket and took out the slip from his boarding pass that he had for his flight. Talia took it and looked at it. It was a one way ticket. She looked up at him with tears in her eyes. He grabbed hold of her and gave her a long deep kiss. "I am home."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* * * *
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