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Prologue

-This is your reality. You can never escape.-
The words echoed in his head, the sound of a deep hollow voice with no measure of feeling.
The silhouette before him was recognizable; a tall, dark figure of a man in a suit, standing upright, imposing.
He knew who this figure was at once, but could not believe it.
It can’t be, he thought. I shot you! I saw you die!
He could not pronounce the words, gripped in fear, sitting in a corner of a dark looking room.
His surroundings were not clear to him, and it seemed as if everything was hidden in a cloak of darkness. He could barely perceive that he was in a small, vacant room without a window. 
Panic took over as he realized that he was in an isolation room, presumably locked away in an asylum.
The dark silhouette vanished before his eyes, but a deep, mocking laughter filled the room. 
You can never escape, never escape…
His mind began to drift away, and so his sanity.




























Chapter One

He is standing on top of a tall building, looking down but not able to see the ground.
Above him, the sky has turned orange, the sun setting behind an array of mountains far to the west, announcing the arrival of dusk. 
Below, a dark mist lingered below, a giant cloud of smoke and fog due to contamination. 
But his background was ignored, eyes focused on the door that opened to the roof.
There was loud gunfire by automatic weapons.
He is dressed in black, as if there was a special purpose for this, but it isn’t clear to him.
A small battle is taking place inside the unknown building, but ends abruptly.
There was silence for only a few seconds, and then the door opened.
Human figures began to approach, weapons aimed to one target, leading him to the edge.
He knows one thing for sure: They are after him and want to take him alive. He has something very important and they want it.
He has nowhere to run.

The alarm goes off and Nick stretched over to hit the buzzer. 
Saved by the bell.
He tossed the sheets and sits up to rub his eyes gently, hoping to wipe away another nightmare as well.
The alarm clock read 6:00 a.m. Not the usual time to get up, but today was different.
As he walked over to his closet he scratched his head, wondering if he should tell Jordan about this dream as well.
Of all of the times the dreams felt as if they meant something important, this one was the most vivid. 
He could still feel a wave of emotions running deep inside. 
The room itself was quite little, with the basic furniture of a small bed, night table, a small wooden drawer for clothes, and the standard closet, but the room itself was overcompensated with posters of sports cars and modern jets spread out from wall to wall. His mirror was uncovered, and he glanced at it for second, revealing the face of a young man barely in his twenties, with clear blue eyes and light brown hair.
Moments later Nick stepped out of his room wearing a blue t-shirt, jeans and white tennis shoes. He reaches the kitchen to find Jordan pouring himself a glass of milk, his bowl of cereal set on a round wooden table with three chairs.
Nick smiled as Jordan started to devour his cereal and pops open his laptop as if he were late for work, even though the t-shirt and sweat pants he wore would say otherwise.
-This is it, dude, our first training day!-
Nick pulled out two loaves of bread and peanut butter from the cabinet while Jordan typed quickly on the keyboard, anxious to check his email.
-I got it!- 
Nick’s eyes widen. The captain wasn’t kidding.
-He says 6:15 and that means 6:15,- Jordan says as he read the new message received.
-Cap says hi. Welcome to day one, blah, blah, and here’s your keycode! You have five minutes before it becomes useless. Good luck!-
Jordan dashes out of the kitchen leaving Nick as he sat down to his usual breakfast.
Moments later Jordan ran back in.
-Okay! It worked. We’re in the program. Congratulations, we are officially Junior spies!-
Nick stood up to shake his friend’s hand, but Jordan is past formalities, giving him a hug that lifts him off his feet.
-Bro! We are spies. This is a big thing, man! This calls for a celebration.-
Nick just smiled sheepishly at Jordan and considered how his personality fitted his physical attributes: blond hair, brown eyes and well built, he could not be any closer in description to the -party animal.- 
Jordan stepped back as Nick looks at him with a confused expression.
-I know, I know, you’d probably settle for a cappuccino, but this merits at least a shot.-
 Nick offered a smile: -Alright, one shot, maybe two, but that’s my limit.-
Satisfied with the answer, Jordan raced off again, Nick walking after him leaving half a sandwich on the table.
The room was barely big enough to be called an office, but that’s what Nick and Jordan call it. 
To the left a set of weights were on the floor next to an exercise bike. Another object farther to the right was slightly covered with a dark plastic sheet. The door opened and Jordan crossed to the other end in a single bound, pulling of the plastic sheet to reveal a chair with arms and a number of gadgets on each. A headpiece with a visor was hanging by the side, as well as a pair of gloves. 
Nick smiled as Jordan proceeded to -gear up.- 
-I’m first. See you in about 20 minutes.- 
With his friend occupied with the program, Nick went back to the kitchen to finish breakfast, wondering why he had gotten up so early if he was not going to be able to use the VR program until Jordan was done.
Oh well, he thought. 
He was in no hurry. The Cap knew that Nick and Jordan would use the same VR equipment and would not limit their training program, but after the orientation they would have different time periods for the training, therefore it was safe to guess that the programs would be different for each so as not to cheat and give the other clues on how to pass the program.
He looked out the window to see a modern city with tall buildings everywhere.
Modern city, he thought musingly.
After so many natural disasters the world as he knew it was left to waste. He had seen movies about post-apocalyptic landscapes from years past, and was frightened to see how dead-on the creators of these scenarios were before this event became a reality. 
It was a reality for him, although he recognized he was one of the fortunate ones.
Years after the world crumbling down, technology reaching its end, a group of special people conformed of scientists, engineers, architects, etc, etc, got together to start rebuilding civilization.
Now there were certain places where the infrastructure is brand new. Where most of the landscape was covered with torn down buildings and cracked streets, some places looked like the age of technology had continued its course unaffected.
Most of this new advancement was due to the right men with a vision to rebuild civilization. 
One such man was Simon Richter. With very little of his past had become public knowledge, his recent years, however, have made him the man of the year, possibly the man of the century, being one of the world’s largest contributor in rebuilding Los Angeles and spending money as if it grew on trees.
A Multimillionaire, a visionary, a saint; these were few words to describe this man who aspired to become this next Governor of California. 
-Ok Nick, your turn. Let me know what you think.-
Nick jumped up from the sofa in the living room, caught by surprise as Jordan appeared.
-Man, to wake up early just to start a 20 minute training program,- Jordan began to say, his voice sounding a bit disappointed.
Expecting something more on his first day of training, Nick thought.
He smiled and went to the office, ready to start his training as well.
It had been a month since both had passed the selection process, but they were told to be patient, to wait for 30 days.
The day arrived, following strict orders to get up early and enter a specific keycode to activate the program.
Such procedures could only mean that this was serious stuff.
And Nick knew this was serious, very serious.
The present scenario was not an average apartment anymore.
Nick opened his eyes to find himself in a dark room of 100 square feet. It was completely empty, except for the chair Nick found himself sitting in. 
The wall before him suddenly lit up and went bright.
Images began to appear, and Nick realized that he was seeing a flash presentation as if in a movie theater.
-Welcome Junior Spy.-
The voice was the Captain’s, the man who had recruited them.
-For the next 20 minutes you will be informed on the history of our friends and foes, what you are called to do, and the steps to follow.-
Nick couldn’t help chuckling at the thought of seeing Jordan sitting down through a lesson based on history and facts, which, on the other hand, was something he was going to enjoy greatly.

                                                           *****

-So, what do ya think?-
Nick looked up from his glass of whiskey, which hadn’t been touched yet.
His friend has wide eyes and a crooked smile, looking anxious to have a detailed answer.
-It’s cool.-
Jordan frowned. He had three small glasses set in front of him, and two are empty.
-Cool? We have secret information that many don’t share and you say `cool´?-
Nick looked around a bit shyly.
The bar had roughly 14 people, besides the bartender.
-They won’t hear us, bro.-
-Ok Jordi, this is what I think.-
Nick took a quick gulp of his shot and squints as the burning sensation ran down his throat.
He begins to speak, chokes a bit, coughs, and clears his throat.
Jordan bursted out laughing.
-Take it easy, man. One is good enough for you.-
Nick leaned forward as if to whisper his answer.
-I think that the Captain being ex-marine is awesome. David doesn’t sound at all like a big shot, but being the creators of these programs mean that they know a whole bunch more than what they tell us. And Simon…-
Nick lowered his voice almost to a whisper, and Jordan leaned in to hear him.
-Simon, being candidate for governor will definitely make it very hard to prove he has something up his sleeve. Everyone thinks he’s a hero.-
Jordan managed one more shot and stopped.
-Dude, I’m wasted. One more and you will have to carry me out.-
Nick bursted out laughing and stops himself short. He pulled out a plastic card and inserted it into a square box with a credit card opening to the side. 
Once the transaction was done a ticket came out and Nick took both credit card and receipt.
-We’re done, and I’m not gonna carry you.-
Jordan nodded in agreement.
-I had another dream.-
There was a moment of awkward silence, but Jordan stared at Nick with interest.
-C´mon. It must’ve been good if you mentioned it to me!-
Nick took a quick breath and continued on.
-I was on some kind of mission, wearing a black gear, like those S.W.A.T. guys. Don’t know where I am except on a rooftop of some big building, and there’s gunfire everywhere. The thing is I’m trapped and about to be tossed over the roof, and the bad guys are closing in on me.-
Jordan smiled.
-You know you should write a book about all these wacky dreams, they sound action-packed.-
Nick frowned. 
-At first you would accept that these were secret messages from God. To be ready for the unexpected.-
-Yeah, could be, but now that I think about it, they sound better for a movie,- answered Jordan.
Nick shook his head in a bit of disagreement.
He stood up as if to leave but Jordan asked him to wait.
-Let me clear my head a bit, I have something else I need to tell you before you take off to work.-
Nick sat down, looking as his wristwatch.
-Come on, you won’t be late, besides you won’t have customers ‘till 9 o’clock.-
Nick looked serious as he started fidgeting his keys in his right hand.
-I’ll be quick. Here’s the deal. Becky’s back in the city.-
The keys fell on the table with a soft clink and Jordan didn’t pause.
-She’s gonna call you. I think you guys can hit it off this time.-
-Who gave her my number?-
-I did.-
Jordan stood up this time and started heading out.
-C’mon, Nick, she’s your main squeeze. I’d give it a try if I were you.-
-Jordi, I wouldn’t know how to start something after what happened.-
Both were already heading out of the bar and Jordan headed to group of motorcycles parked to the side.
-Don’t say I didn’t warn you. When she calls, get together and see if there’s anything going on still. Good luck!-
Nick stood there as Jordan started the ignition and reved the gas of the black Kawasaki ninja. 
-Later!-
The cycle roared off and Nick shook his head in disapproval.
He reached his helmet and slipped on the gloves, ready to ride off on his red and blue Honda NSR. 
Today was a special day after all, he mused, secretly starting a covert mission and discovering that his secret love was back in town.
Just before riding away at a slow speed he looked at the time.
8:45 and late for work, blast it!

                                                          *****

RadioShack 2.0 was still closed a couple of minutes after 9 a.m., but there were some people already waiting to get in.
After the big catastrophe of 2016 most franchises disappeared, leaving a big fracture in commerce. Years later they began to reappear with the same names but with certain changes, trying a new form of advertising to their home names.
Nick ran up to the entrance with his e-card, sheepishly apologizing for arriving a few minutes late.
Mark was standing in front of the door, showing off the 2.0 logo on the top left side of his red polo shirt. 
He had his arms crossed and with his built was easily mistaken for a bouncer of a nightclub.
Three other employees on the side glared at Nick as he inserted his card.
-Yo, Nick, what up?- 
Mark’s voice was a bit deep, yet loud at the same time.
-Mark, chill out, you’re scaring the customers.-
The door opened and the both walked in, followed by the customers present.
-Got a bit caught up, won’t happen again.-
The other employees began to do their job as Nick and Mark went to the office to continue their conversation.
Nick opened the door and without turning the lights on walked straight to the desk to turn on the computer.
-Jordan told me Becky’s back in town,- he said to Mark.
Mark made a huge grin. All that was visible were a pair of white teeth until the lights came on.
-Ain’t that sometin’? Blondie’s back!- 
-Hey, we’re talking about Becky, that sounds a bit degrading.- 
Mark laughed this time.
-Hey, you know me. Woodn’t get mad if you call me Blackie.- 
Nick was already checking data on the computer.
-Sure, Mark, and I’ll call Ken Squinty eyes.-
Both began to laugh this time, but immediately put on their work faces.
-I’ll put the slaves in order, you make sure we’re being productive, er, whatever you do behind the desk.-
Mark was walking out and stopped at the door.
-By the way, you guys started the program?-
Nick looked at Mark and gave half a smile.
-Welcome Junior Spy,- he said in a deep voice, trying to imitate the Captain. 
Mark nodded and walked out.
They had business to attend to.
Between work and other occupations he had spent a good hour on the latter, taking a look at a detailed list of programs he would go through for the special training.
He wondered how the Captain had considered Jordan and him to be -eligible- for the team. At this point, of the few that he knew who were beginning in the program, they were in a range of 18 to 24 years of age. -Junior spies- was a term quite fitting after all.
It seemed a bit easy, he thought, but he also knew that they would never meet with the leader of the pack until they had completed 7 programs successfully in a specific time frame.
The list of programs was on his computer screen.
There was specific moment to receive a keycode to enter each program in a specific hour of a certain day. Any failure to comply with the rules meant being delayed or even disqualified.
Of course, as any kind of test given in school, there would be other dates for retaking the program if someone did not pass the first time around. Programs would be repeated so that each could complete any one they were not able to pass the first time around.
But, just as school and grade levels, you could not move on to the next program until you had past the one before.
Nick flinched to think it could happen to any one of them, and that meant that some would move on to the real thing while others stayed in VR mode.
But that’s life.
You pass the easy programs and might have trouble with a few of the harder ones as you advance. Just repeat a few along the way. It shouldn’t be that hard.
The computer screen went to rest mode.
Nick drifted away as he thought about the day, he and Jordan were given an invitation to their first recruiting meeting.
Both were walking into UCLA grounds, considering their future options. After the present situation of World events, it was easier to get into college, but options were scarce as well.
A guy who could have been considered a computer whiz was standing at the entrance, handing out flyers for career options. He made sure to not let Nick and Jordan pass him by. With thick eyeglasses and a pale complexion, he was very certain of what he was advertising.
People would pass by and receive the flyer being handed to them, putting it away in a notebook, or tossing it into the nearest garbage can.
Jordan was putting his flyer away and noticed that Nick was reading his.
-C’mon Nick, we can read it later, I’m sure will find more information at the front desk.-
-Wait up, Jordie, there’s a little brain teaser at the bottom of the flyer, one of those hidden images.-
They both looked at it for a moment and guessed the hidden image at the same time.
The -computer whiz- approached them with a presentation card.
-I’m inviting you both to a very important meeting. You can choose any career you want, but this is something more important, something that will change your lives.-
Jordan looked at the guy from head to toe.
-You don’t look like a scout, much less a guy from the military.-
The other laughed softly.
-It’s a lot more, believe me. If you’re interested, you’ll have more experience to prepare you for life, and it won’t affect your decision of studying for any other career you have in mind.-
Nick and Jordan just looked at each other, still not quite sure what to expect.
The whiz didn’t give up.
-You know virtual reality is the new school of the Century. Well, think of this as fun and learning, hand in hand, and if you like what we have to offer, you can start for free.-
Jordan wouldn’t give ground.
-We don’t have such high tech at home, so I’m guessing we have to go to some institution for the trial run, right?-
-After the meeting, if you accept, a VR equipment would be given to you during the duration of the program, instructions on how to operate it included. Just don’t break it and it you won’t have to pay for it.-
Nick was silent. It sounded too good to be true: a highly sophisticated toy would be given to them, for free.
-Just come over, and when it’s done you can decide, no strings attached.-
The whiz stepped away to continue his task.
Nick and Jordan walked away, but the whiz had done his job, and both were interested in finding out what was the deal with the special meeting.

It was a small apartment building on the first floor.
Nick rang the doorbell and a tall thin man with round glasses on his eyes invited the two in.
-Be ready to run out if this is some secret operation for dealing drugs,- said Jordan in a low whisper.
Nick smiled and took in the surroundings as quickly as possible.
It was an average apartment living room with a pair of couches and chairs all facing to the front wall, which had a 30 inch TV and sound system set on a square table. A coffee table with a bowl of chex mix was set in the middle.
Both sat down on the middle couch and looked around to find that there were only two other -invited guests- to the meeting.
A young man who was Japanese stood in a corner, arms crossed, seemingly not very convinced that it was a good idea to be there. He just looked around and observed the others as they found where to sit down.
The other person caught Nick and Jordan’s eye, several times.
Sitting in another chair was a girl of light brown skin and curly brown hair. She was not as thin as the average all American girl, but she was not plump enough to be considered over weight. 
The thin man presented himself as if the meeting had begun.
-Welcome everyone. My name is Jason. I know that you have questions on why my friend Roy invited you to this meeting. As he must have mentioned to you before, this if for you to see if you are interested to follow this program, or feel free to move on to other things. I am just asking for you to look at this quick presentation and let me know what you think in the end.-
By now the Japanese guy was sitting down in a chair, looking quite interested after all.
Jason took out a DVD and placed it into the player, which was incorporated to the TV.
Everyone watched, and listened, to the presentation, curious of what was about to be shown.
It began as a sort of advertisement to save the planet.
Images of the world in its present condition with pollution, low water resources and depleting wildlife filled the screen.
Then it suddenly changed. A rough looking man who could have been taken for a military recruiter appeared and delivered his message.
-Imagine the world as we know would cease to exist, and you had the knowledge and resources to save it but did nothing. How would that make you feel?
Now, imagine another kind of threat to every human being, one that will take away our freedom in every aspect of life, and you had the knowledge and resources to stop this threat before it could happen. Would you be interested in doing something about it?-
There were images of world events in the past, from the famous Holocaust, World War II, and other events threatening mankind as he spoke.
-This may happen again. Do you want to be part of the chosen who wish to prevent this? My name is Captain Jonathan Mcallister and no, this is not about joining the army. This is about preparing yourself for life, to be part of something important, and to face a threat that others will not see before it’s too late. If you want to be part of this, contact me at the following address. Godspeed to you all.-
The presentation finished and everyone had confused looks, but Jason was already flashing a few presentation cards with an email address attached to it.
-I know that there are questions to be answered, and if you are interested, take this card.-
He set them down on the coffee table and waited.
Nick and Jordan looked at each other, eyes rolling up and down, silently expressing their discomfort.
-Dis sounds totally crazy.-
The female voice spoke out the other’s concerns.
She had an accent to reveal that she was of Hispanic origin.
-Your name, miss?- asked Jordan, taking advantage of the moment for more details of the young lady present.
-I am Anne Marie. I was under de impression dat dis was a meeting for a program to improve your skills in tings concerning modern technology.-
-Those skills are going to be included. It’s part of the mission, but the overview is what you saw first. It’s up to you if you wish to proceed,- said Jason, sounding sure, yet not very convincing.
-I have a friend who was here before and told me to check this out as well.-
It was the Japanese guy who spoke up.
-Oh, I’m Ken.- He managed a quick wave to everyone else.
Nick faced his friend, who was one step ahead of him.
-Jordan here, and this is Nick. Just wondering what’s the catch.-
-None whatsoever, the only challenge is the one you are willing to take,- answered Jason. -You will be asked to complete a sequence of programs, and pass each, like passing a test. If you do so, your preparation for life will be the reward. All the necessary equipment will be given to you free of charge.-
-A VR equipment and software, with no cost?- 
Jason nodded wordlessly.
-Okay, I’ll give it a try.-
Jason looked at Jordan a bit seriously.
-Do or do not, there is no try.-
Nick couldn’t help smiling. A quote from Star Wars must mean that this guy was a sci-fi geek. He liked Jason already.
-I’m in.-
Everyone looked at Nick as he stood up and took a card with the captain’s email address.
Jordan shrugged his shoulders and did the same.
Ken and Anne Marie hesitated, looked at each other, and eventually followed Nick’s example.
Jason wished everyone good luck as they walked out the door.
The email card was -first contact- with the special program.

A firm knock on the door brought Nick back to reality, who realized it was lunch time. He wasn’t going to fail his employees with something they held sacred.
He opened the door to find himself with an unexpected surprise.
Mark was right in front of him, but Nick was looking toward the entrance.
-Hey Nick, blondie’s waiting to be attended by the office manager, oh wait, that’s you!- 
Mark strolled off, quite amused with his comment.
Nick walked over to a young girl whose blonde hair fell down her back. She was taking off her sunglasses to reveal green eyes that sparkled like emeralds.
-Becky, it’s been a while, - said Nick, keeping a serious face, yet being honestly pleased.
Rebeca smiled as each greeted the other with a quick hug.
-Back from my sabbatical, as you can see, wondering if we can pick up from where we left off.-
-Nothing’s changed, though it’s been, what? two years, three months, five days, but who’s counting?-
Both walked into the office and Nick offered Rebeca a chair.
-I needed to tell you that I’m doing a lot better,- she said slowly. 
-A brake-up is never easy. I didn’t want to pressure you, just give you your space,- said Nick, now squatting beside Rebeca to see each other at eye level.
She managed a quick look into his eyes.
-Thanks.-
Nick stood up, somewhat satisfied with the brief yet awkward conversation.
-So, nothing new going on with you?-
Becky’s question caught Nick off guard, and since he had turned to sit as his desk Becky didn’t see his surprised expression.
-Um, no, not really. Same stuff, managing the store, hanging out with Jordie.-
-Say hi to Jordan for me, and thank him for giving me your phone number.-
Rebeca stood up.
-I guess that’s all for now, here’s my number.-
Nick took the card being offered and was about to say something.
-I really have to go, we’ll talk later.- 
It was as if she had read his mind. Both said good bye with another hug.
Rebeca didn’t wait for Nick to show her to the exit, and walked out the store looking a bit satisfied.
Mark stood nearby as both watched the Rebeca step out the door.
-So, you guys starting a sweet deal?-
-Something like,- answered Nick honestly.
-But she don’t know about your other activities?-
-Not a clue.-
-Oooh yeah, that makes it more fun.- 
Nick took a deep breathe and exhaled slowly.
-Going out for lunch, keep an eye on things ‘till I’m back.-
Mark frowned and answered: -Later.-

Closing time couldn’t have come sooner.
Nick was considering giving Becky a call but his celphone rang with a ringtone of a dance theme.
Nick answered immediately.
-What´s up Jordie, out already?-
-Free from the office and on my way home, but it would be great to do something for fun.-
-It’s Tuesday. We can do something for fun Friday night.-
There was a brief moment of silence.
-You saw Becky today, didn’t you? Bet you wanna hang out with her for a change?- -Well, she came by to leave me her number, but I think today’s too soon.-
-Nick, Nick, it’s never too soon. But anyway, call her tomorrow and I’ll get us a movie to watch tonight. See ya later.-
Nick hung up and sighed.
Jordan knew him pretty well.



Chapter 2                                                           

It was already dark when Mr. Appleton arrived at the Holiday Inn.
He had made a reservation for one night in suite 404. 
Everything was as scheduled, and the middle-aged man took his e-card, carry-on, and personal computer up to his room.
With time to spare he ordered room service to bring up his dinner, by now he was out of his work clothes wearing a t-shirt and sweat pants.
Moments later he was sitting in the living room, watching TV and devouring a chicken parmesan with mashed potatoes and corn on the cob.
He opened his laptop and started checking information, fixing his glasses to accommodate his face as he proceeded to work.
A knock on his door caught him by surprise, and he closed the computer before standing up to approach the door.
Two young ladies stood outside, one carried a bottle of red wine, the other three wine glasses.
He opened the door, not hiding his surprised expression.
-Complimentary wine, and some fun for a special guest.-
The brunette with tanned skin spoke as the blonde one just giggled.
Both were wearing silk robes and opened them to reveal their nightgowns.
-Call me Sugar,- said the blonde girl, wearing a white baby doll.
-And I’m Spice,- the brunette said as she revealed a red corset.
Mr. Appleton smiled.
-Well, I didn’t expect the hotel to give such personal service…-
Both girls walked in uninvited. They made their way to the living room to open the wine bottle and pour all three glasses.
This time Sugar spoke up.
-Don’t be shy, Mr. Appleton, it’s just some fun, and nothing else.-
Both girls sat down on the couch and invited Mr. Appleton to sit in the middle.
As he did they handed him his wine glass, which he drank in one swift motion.
Sugar and Spice, as they called themselves, teased him until he began to grow dizzy and look like he was going to pass out.
That was odd, he thought to himself. All he had was one glass, but he was feeling light-headed and rather pleasant. 
Suddenly having two young models for company was a great idea, no need to worry about business.
-I bet you have lots of money, don’t you?- said Sugar as she eased herself to sit on Mr. Appleton’s lap.
-Sure, lots of it, in a secret account.-
He felt suddenly relieved that he could tell someone of no interest about one of his secrets.
-And… could I see how much you have hidden there?-
The model with blonde hair was kissing him gently as the other proceeded to open the computer.
Mr. Appleton proceeded to give his password to start the program, the bank account, the password for the bank account, and a special phrase to confirm the password.
In a matter of seconds, Spice was looking at the secret account and preparing to make a transfer to another account.
-Wow! 5 million, that’s a lot,- said Sugar as she continued to flirt with the businessman, oblivious of what he was doing.
Spice turned to look at her partner and nodded.
-Now, close your eyes for just one moment,- said Sugar as she gently removed Mr. Appleton’s glasses.
He did so and did not feel the spray over his face but was sound asleep in a matter of seconds.
The two girls stood and picked up any evidence of being there, removing the bottle and glasses, and closing the computer as well.
They fastened their robes and walked out silently, satisfied with doing their job.

                                                       *****

In another room, one larger than the one-bedroom suite, a middle-aged man with silver hair was sitting on the corner of his king size bed, looking at his electronic agenda, illuminated only by a tall lamp made of ivory.
He was dressed in silk pijamas, shirt and pants, but his face showed no expression of comfort. 
Next to him, a young red haired lady was lying down, under the silk sheets, resting comfortably.
The palm suddenly buzzed, and the man hasted to pick it up immediately.
The message he read was the following:
The job is done. 5 million wired to the project account. Stingray.
-What is it, Simon?-
The red-haired lady was sitting up now; awake in spite of the silent buzzer of the sophisticated gadget.
Simon smiled and answered: -Nothing, darling. I have just received a generous amount of money from an anonymous benefactor to fund Dr. Curry’s project. He will be so pleased.-
-Why, that is great news, my love,- answered the lady as she lied down on her pillow. -And how much did he donate?-
Simon Richter smiled and answered: -5 million credits.-

                                                *****

A dark figure stood on a hilltop, covered in black from head to toe.
His face was wrapped around in a black cloth, only revealing dark eyes.
The landscape itself was just as vague; a thick mist covering the ground, and the sky was dark and cloudless.
The figure in black reached for his weapon, a katana blade strapped to his back.
Without warning other dark figures emerged from the mist, like deadly assassins, each wielding swords as well.
The battle took a moment as the figure awaiting the attack struck down each opponent one by one.
He moved as quickly as a trained ninja, for that was what he represented.
One more attacker came from behind but the ninja did not turn to face him.
He ducked in time to avoid a blow to severe his neck, thrusting his blade in a backwards motion, piercing his opponent through the stomach.
The other fell dead and the ninja stood up with the blade lowered to the ground.
Suddenly the area went pitch black.
Ken removed the headpiece and glasses, satisfied with another trial run of his favorite training program.
He stood up from the VR chair and checked his wristwatch.
It was 9 pm. 
He figured he could still do something else before going to bed.
Maybe another crack at -Ninja assassins- wouldn’t hurt, he thought, when something on the other side of the room caught his eye.
He walked over to a small wood mounting holding two blades of different sizes, sheathed in black holders.
Ken slowly lifted the top blade and carefully pulled out the sword but stopped halfway.
The sound of metal scraping the scabbard was all that was heard.
The blade was real and kept in mint condition.
He could see his own reflection on the blade, as dark eyes looked back at him. 
Somehow satisfied at just looking at the blade, he sheathed the sword and set it back carefully on its mount, then walked out the room, choosing not to continue in the VR program.
He was walking into his room when his phone rang, a ringtone of the song -I feel good- by James Brown.
Ken answered quickly.
-Mark, what’s going on?-
-Yo, Ken, I didn’t get you doin’ meditation or sometin’, right?-
The voice was deep but not intimidating.
-Just killed more ninjas. Same old same old.-
-The masta ninja himself, shoulda known.-
Ken sat down on his bed, a poster of a collage of manga fighting figures hung over his wooden bedstand.
-What do you need?- he asked.
-Not much. Just makin’ sure you started the program with us.-
-I did, and I’ll be ready to start the first exercise. Looking forward to it.-
-Well, just checkin’. See ya tomorrow.-
Ken said good-by and hung up. He would be ready for the VR training as anyone else who had just joined.
All he was sure of was that there were 10 new -recruits.- They had all just received the Captain’s 20 minute briefing, and that the first real exercise would be the next morning, with the keycode being sent at 6:15 sharp. It was all he needed to know, but he was pleased that Mark, the person who brought him into this mess, was checking on him, and he wouldn’t let his friend down.

                                                        *****

-Welcome to Winchester Mansion.-
Nick gave a faint smile to the butler, who could not be confused for anything else by his neatly pressed suit and expressionless face.
-Enter, please.- The gloved hand was showing towards another room past the entrance hall. -May I have your coat?-
Nick walked in, taking off his overcoat and handing it to the butler.
He was dressed in formalwear, a complete suit in blue and polished black shoes.
Looks like I’m about to solve a mystery, he said to himself.
The living room was very elegant, from the one piece carpet with dark colors on the floor, to the crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling. 
The wooden chairs had cushions, and the fireplace was already lit.
There were pictures of trolley trains and ferry boats reminding him of stories of the older days. Some paintings were attractive landscapes of places he had never seen before, with wooden houses surrounded by huge willow trees, others with a small river running to one side.
One picture had a boy in a sailboat, fishing with a simple stick and thread.
-Welcome, Mr. Ashton.- 
A man with thick black hair and thin mustache walked in. He put his smoke pipe back into his mouth, and took it out to give a small puff of smoke.
 -I see you admire the plastic arts, a passion of mine, yet these come from my father’s collection. Most of what you see, even this pipe, I have inherited from him.-
Nick just smiled as the man strolled over to one of the chairs, gesturing Nick to sit in another one. By the thick robe and cotton sandals he gave the appearance that he was ready for bed.
-This is what I hope you can do for me,- he said.
Straight to business, thought Nick. This task shouldn’t take long.
-The library is across the hall. I have a vast collection of books, and in one of these can be found the will and testament my father has left me, which he claims he has used as a bookmark, and I must find it.-
Nick kept a serious face but could not help thinking how silly this task was.
-It is 9 p.m. you have all night until 7 in the morning before my father arrives. He needs it to make certain modifications. I will reward you accordingly. That is all.-
Mr. Winchester stood up and left.
Nick proceeded to complete his task. 
In real time he would have 10 hours, but this was a training program, and time was not the same. 
He walked into a library with bookshelves from wall to wall. A wooden desk with a small lamp was set in the middle of the room. As Nick walked in he saw a huge round clock hanging over the entrance. It read 10 p.m.
-Great. I’m supposed to be training for spy stuff and now I’m going through books to find a piece of paper.-
He kept the comment to himself, speaking under his breathe.
He proceeded to start with books on the first shelf before him, guessing that it would take him a while.
He suddenly stopped and began to pay attention to details.
Mr. Archibald Winchester, the father, was a conservative man. He had interest in reading, yet his passion could be centered in a specific location or time frame.
Nick went over to a section of means of transportation, looking for books that could have trolleys or riverboats, but could not find any.
He then considered these things had to do with the colonial period. 
There were a lot of books that covered history and America, but each book he checked was unfruitful.
He looked at the clock to see that it was 1 a.m.
-Ok, Nick, you can do this.- 
Old wooden houses, a wooden pipe, what else was there?
Nick began to recall what he had learned in school. There was a famous author in American History, who wrote stories about the southern region of America. 
It hit him like a thunderclap.
He then looked for novels written by American authors and found two books of the author in question.
He went over to a bottom shelf and found the author, Mark Twain.
The first book was about a boy named Tom Sawyer. 
As Nick opened the book a neatly wrapped paper fell out.
Bingo.
Nick picked it up and considered that he would have to take it to Mr. Winchester, but once it was in his hands, the program ended.
Removing the headpiece and glasses, he stood up from the chair, wondering how this exercise was part of the training program.
He looked at his wristwatch to see that it was 10:30 pm. He had taken half an hour on this exercise. Jordan would be in his room waiting and Nick knew he would not avoid the question.
-So, how was it?-
Nick nodded.
-It was interesting, and that’s all I can say.-
Jordan nodded. -I’m up tomorrow morning. Wish me luck.-
Nick did so and went off to bed. 
 He wondered about how this exercise was relevant to the preparation for being a spy, and then came to a solid conclusion.
It was all in the details.

                                                        *****

Midnight.
The stranger in a dark overcoat stood outside his silver Cadillac, beams on high, waiting for the other to step out of his car.
Why in the hell did the other choose a meeting at such a place and time? He thought to himself.
Two cars face each other in a dark alley, separated only by a few meters in distance.
The other car was small and sleek, a sports car resembling a Lamborghini, yet shorter in length.
The driver stepped out. A middle-aged man with a leather jacket and denim jeans made his way towards the other, he had a small briefcase in his right hand.
The man in the Cadillac took a few steps forward but did not approach the other, as he pulled out a metal cylinder from his left pocket.
-Dr. Milosnovich, a pleasure to make your acquaintance.-
The stranger with the suitcase did not sound friendly at all.
-Your boss will be pleased at the results. It is everything he anticipated it to be. Here is the sample. Dr. Curry will be able to mass produce it in a matter of days.-
The doctor sounded eager, sure of what he said, and handed the cylinder to the other, who exchanged the suitcase simultaneously.
-I believe you, Dr., or I would not be here.-
Dr. Milosnovich nodded, quite sheepishly, and bent down to open the suitcase.
There was a large amount of money that he checked through quickly. 
Satisfied with the payment he walked back to the car wordlessly, but turned just as he opened the car door.
-One more thing, Mr. Smith.- He suddenly became very calm and serious.
-This project will make your boss the most popular man in the world, and I see now that he can afford to give me a better price for the sample.-
Mr. Smith, as the dr. had called him, forced a smile and walked back to his car without answering.
Two red dots appeared on Mr. Smith, one on his head, the other on his chest.
Snipers. Unbelievable.
-You cannot believe that this will help you in any way.-
Mr. Smith remained calm. He was not disturbed at all by the threat on his life.
Dr. Milosnovich stood by the car door, leaving the briefcase on the back seat, reaching into his overcoat to take out a .45 with a silencer.
-Do not be confused, Mr. Smith. You will deliver my message, dead or alive.-
Mr. Smith had slipped his left hand into the jacket pocket casually as the other protruded his threat.
-You don’t know my boss. He does not respond to threats.-
Dr. Milosnovich raised the .45 and aimed at his target.
The explosion was loud and intense, as the silver Cadillac blew up and threw the body of the doctor, now caught in flames.
Mr. Smith leaped into the car as muffled sounds of gunfire followed the laser targeting.
Bullets bounced of the sleek sports car, not able to crack through the front glass.
The car had a sunroof that opened, slanting upwards to serve as a shield.
The barrel of a rifle appeared first, followed by bursts of gunfire in automatic setting.
The assault rifle was loud enough to be heard across the street, but no one was foolish enough to look out windows, especially after the initial explosion.
A few seconds later the gunfire ceased, and a sports car drove away at high speed from the scene of the crime. 
Mr. Smith had set the gun in the back, and left the cylinder on the passenger seat.
He stopped the car a good distance away from the meeting point to place the cylinder in a metal box stored under his seat. He then pulled out a device from his left jacket pocket, a detonator, and dropped it on the passenger seat to pull out his Palm from the same pocket. He took his time to text a message and after sending it he continued down the silent street as if nothing had happened.

                                                          *****

Music broke the silence as Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata filled the air. 
He sat in a high chair, smoking a large cigar, looking towards the fireplace, enjoying the sound of the classic piano.
His palm, set on a night table, buzzed suddenly, and a message appeared on the screen.
The job is done. The sample has been completed and on its way to Dr. Curry. Wolf.
Simon Richter smiled and continued to enjoy his Cuban cigar in his living room. He didn’t want to disturb anyone as he proceeded to the next step.
He checked his agenda to see that he had an important meeting with different news reporters set for Thursday.
Everything was going just as planned.

                                                          *****

A pair of oriental eyes were barely visible in the dark, a figure in a fighting stance, ready for combat.
He stood in a room that was quite large, but there was no furniture visible.
There were no windows as well, only a carpet on the floor. 
As the lights came on the figure in grey cotton pants and a sleeveless t-shirt moved to the middle of the room.
He held a large staff for sparring.
Other figures with sparring staffs moved out of the corners and approached the other one by one.
The battle was brutal in comparison to a VR training game. Each blow was very real, and the sound of figures grunting and agonizing in pain was much more audible.
The man in the sleeveless t-shirt struck each blow without mercy, and when no one was left standing he set one end of the staff on the ground in sign of ending the training.
-If this combat were real you would all be dead!-
 His voice rose to a shriek on the last word, and as the others began to stand up mending their bruises, the front door opened and a tall thin man with silver hair, dressed in a white suit walked into the room.
-Mr. Richter, I apologize for this disgraceful event,- said the trainer as he made a stiff reverent bow.
Simon Richter forced a quick smile. For some reason he seemed happy.
-I understand, Mr. Kwong. You have no equal in hand to hand combat. Your job is to make sure that these men can defend themselves, even if the training is quite mediocre.
If they cannot withstand a small beating, have them fired.-
Mr. Kwong made another reverent bow.
-I have a very important meeting tomorrow, so I will be busy in my office preparing. Make sure I am not disturbed.- 
Simon Richter walked out.
Mr. Kwong looked at the others without masking his anger.
The staff came up, and the ruthless beating started again.

Breakfast was served in bed, and Simon Richter glanced at the silver tray carrying a bowl of cereal, assorted fruits, orange juice, toast, and a cup of coffee set next to the bed. He offered a smile to his mistress as she accepted the silver tray, then walked out to head for his office.
He would go over his notes from a previous interview of his special project and make sure he was ready to answer whatever questions were thrown to him. 

                                                       *****

Carboni’s Pizza was famous these days, and many people would go the restaurant just to enjoy the scenery.
It was two stories high, with a rustic look since the furniture was made of oak, chairs and tables properly burnished. 
Among the new and modern, this restaurant was old and traditional.
A man with thick glasses was sitting down enjoying a personal pizza and a glass of iced tea.
He looked up to see a young lady with blonde hair approach him and sat in the same booth chair.
She kissed him on the cheek and made him blush.
Others couldn’t help noticing how a girl, quite nonchalant as she freely exhibited her legs, would wear such a short skirt to a place that was supposed to be a family place.
-How is my favorite professor doing today?- she asked with a little giggle.
-I’m glad you came, Sue, I’m doing fine.-
-We’ve already gone out twice before. Did you think that I’d stop seeing you for no reason?-
The professor smiled. -It’s just that I’m 40 and you’re, what, 20?-
Sue laughed aloud. 
-24, but that makes no difference. I think you’re a great guy. I like mature men.-
Sue ordered a pasta and continued flirting with the professor.
-You told me that you were concerned with some of your students, something about recruiting for the army?-
The professor nodded. 
-Well, not exactly the army. One student of mine said that he went to some secret meeting about saving the planet from a possible war, and something about a captain. He left the meeting without taking it seriously, but I wonder what these lunatics are up to.-
Sue looked down to the table.
-And are there any more of these -recruiters- on the campus, still?-
-I’m afraid not. This was last week, and it seems like the recruiting has stopped,- said the professor as he swallowed down the last slice of his pizza. -I guess there’s nothing to worry about anymore.-
Sue nodded. -I agree, don’t worry about it. A lot of people with radical ideas show up and say things all the time.-
The professor finished his meal and sat there as Sue began.
-So, do you think there is something more between us?-
Sue looked up from her plate and into the other’s eyes.
-Of course there is. I think this is the beginning of a wonderful relationship.-

                                                 *****

It was 8 p.m. and Nick and Jordan were watching TV. 
Another day had gone by without any events worth talking about. Even the training program was something they tried to avoid to talk about, following the Captain’s rules that each junior spy was responsible for their test.
-You didn’t call her.-
Jordan broke the silence.
Nick answered after taking a sip from his glass. 
-I did, but she didn’t answer. I guess she was busy so I left her a message to call me tomorrow morning when she had the chance.-
Jordan nodded as he stared at the TV.
-Friday night, just as we talked about, we’re going out and Becky has two more days, or you’ll make your move with someone else.-
Nick frowned. Jordan was blunt with his way of thinking.
Jordan shrugged.
-C’mon, Nick, I know you have some rule about being faithful to a girlfriend, and God will punish you if you go astray from the good path.-
Nick smiled.  Jordan might have been a bit sarcastic, but he wasn’t very far from the truth.
-I know you accept what I believe, and God will not punish you for that last remark.-
Jordan stood up.
-So, it’s settled. She accepts you or you move on.-
Nick agreed, even though he wasn’t convinced, but he didn’t want to think about that at the moment. In a couple of hours he would be going to the VR program for the second training. He had to be focused.

                                                       *****

The palm buzzed and a text message appeared.
We may have a problem. The Captain is starting to recruit teenagers to work for him. I don’t know the details, but this may be the opportunity to find the Captain. Waiting on instructions. Queen Bee.
Simon read the message and set the palm back down on his desk.
He had spent all day in his office, only permitting interruptions on the progress of his special formula.
Every report was positive, and he would be ready for tomorrow, but this message was not very pleasant.
The Captain didn’t have that many followers, Simon was sure, so he did not pose an immediate threat.
Starting to train new recruits meant that the Captain was going to take action sooner than expected.
He wrote back to his spy in answer.
Continue mind probe to discover any information that leads to the Captain. He is our priority. Keep me updated.
Taking a sip from his glass of red wine, Simon leaned back into his chair and left the computer monitor on rest mode.
This situation would only be a small distraction that his trained spies would take care of, he was very certain.
