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Аннотация
63,000 years ago, an ancient civilization existed far advanced over our own, but it was destroyed by a natural cataclysm. Now that same cataclysm is about to strike our modern world…

When Carl stumbles upon an unknown robot’s head, he manages with some effort to get it working. From the robot, Carl learns that it was created by an ancient civilization 63,000 years ago in northern India. The robot reports though, that the culture was destroyed by a meteor storm that killed all, but a thousand people planet wide.
When Carl learns that Earth is entering the same place in the galaxy where the meteor field exists, he warns people on TV, but finds himself ridiculed and ignored. To protect the world, Carl works to find out more about the ancient civilization and how to prevent a repeat of history.
To do this, Carl travels to a secret cave where the ancient technology is stored and here Carl meets a fully functioning robot from the ancient civilization. Now Carl must do everything in his power to preserve as many lives and as much of the current civilization as possible to avoid full scale destruction…
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DEAR READER

On Apollo 17, the last manned moon mission, Eugene Cernan and Harrison Schmitt visited and photographed Shorty Crater on their second EVA (Extra Vehicular Activity). In one of the photographs an object appears the size and shape of a human skull. In their book, “DARK MISSION — The Secret History of NASA” (Feral House, ISBN: 978-1-932595-48-2, 2009), Richard C. Hoagland and Mike Bara examine that photograph and speculate on the images and implications of what is clearly there (pgs. 558–561). They also speculate that Cernan and Schmitt could have brought the skull-shaped object back with them. That speculation forms the basic premise for this novel. Some of the dialogue between the astronauts in this novel is fashioned after the transcript of Cernan and Schmitt at 145 hours, 26 minutes and 25–54 seconds into their mission. Most of the description of Shorty Crater comes from Hoagland’s and Bara’s analysis of the NASA photographs.
The planet Mars is also discussed in the novel. Much of the description of conditions on Mars also comes from Hoagland’s and Bara’s analysis of NASA photographs and data sent back from the Mars Rovers and the Mars Observer. Mike Bara’s book, “Ancient Aliens on Mars” (Adventures Unlimited Press, ISBN: 978-1-935487-89-0, 2013), was also used as an information source for this novel.
Later in the story two advanced technologies are highlighted; the Magnetic Effect Generator, (Chapter 28), originally developed by British engineer John Searl in the early 1950’s, and a resonant motor design (Chapter 30) based on the personal engineering experience of the author. These are very promising electrical technologies for highly efficient and inexpensive energy production for our future.
METEOR STORM is a mixture of fact and fiction. I hope you enjoy reading the story.
D. F. Capps



PROLOGUE

Shorty Crater
Taurus-Littrow Valley floor
The Moon
December, 1972
Commander Scott Nancer and his teammate, Smitty, would be the last two men to walk on the moon. This was their second Extra Vehicular Activity, and as exciting as it was to walk on the moon, this excursion was about to turn shockingly unbelievable.
“Whoo! Look at this!” Smitty called out. “It’s orange, really orange!”
“Wait until I get there,” Nancer replied. With all the gray dust and rocks, something orange was exciting. Nancer put his gold-plated sun visor up as he approached the edge of the crater. “Hey, it’s orange all right!”
Smitty kicked at the orange soil. “There’s a lot of it here!”
Nancer peered over the edge of the crater and signaled Smitty to go to channel two, the secure channel for classified communications. Orange soil meant highly oxidized titanium, which would be critical for recovering metals and oxygen that would be needed to colonize the moon. “Houston, we have a vein of what appears to be bright orange soil, one meter deep and approximately three meters wide. Taking a sample for analysis now.”
“Roger that, Nancer,” Houston Control Center replied.
As Nancer placed the sample into a storage bag he noticed Smitty was staring into the crater, not moving or making a sound. Smitty slowly reached over and grabbed Nancer’s arm, and pointed into the crater. Totally stunned at what he saw, Nancer felt frozen in place.
The meteor impact that formed the hundred meter diameter depression called Shorty Crater had uncovered not only the vein of orange soil, but hundreds of pieces of broken machinery and shattered pieces of glass. There was nothing natural about the contents of the crater. Everything inside had been crafted and manufactured. One piece looked like a pump housing with tubes inside a glass-like case and connectors for various applications. Beams with round holes to reduce weight were scattered throughout the debris, broken at odd angles. Pieces of what appeared to be sheet metal stuck out in jagged points. At the deepest point of the crater was a tunnel leading back into the rock, dark and foreboding. The sharp points and edges of the debris made access into the tunnel impossible in their space suits. One snag or cut would mean certain death within minutes in the vacuum on the moon’s surface. Near the shallow end of Shorty Crater, the object that held their complete attention was the size and shape of a human skull.
“Is the video tape still running?” Nancer asked.
“Yeah,” Smitty replied slowly, “but the camera’s aimed at the Rover.”
Nancer turned and evaluated the angle of the video camera. The skull shaped object would be at the edge of the camera’s field of view.
“Turn it off,” Nancer said, “I’m going after it.”
Nancer worked his way around the perimeter of the crater to a shallow spot and cautiously started down the gentle slope. The ground was soft and shifted unevenly under his feet. As Nancer approached the skull shaped object, he saw that it had two eye-sockets, brow ridges, a forehead, a nose with nostrils, obvious cheek bones and an upper jaw. The edge of the upper jaw was marked with a red and white striped band running horizontally along the edge. The skull itself was metallic gray in color.
Nancer gently picked the skull up and examined it. The skull wasn’t human but appeared to be a part of a robot of some kind. The eye-sockets contained convex lenses, now cracked and partially covered in dust. One hole on each side of the skull took the place of ears, also filled with dust. Dozens of fine wires extended from the neck, obviously snapped by whatever force tore the head from the body of the robot. There were connection points for a lower jaw, but the jaw itself was missing. Nancer looked around to see if there were any other parts of the robot nearby. There weren’t. He gradually made his way back up out of the crater and stowed the robot’s head in the rover.
* * *
After their return to Earth, NASA scientists examined the robot’s head and determined that it was very old and non-functional. The head was placed in a wooden box, sealed, given the Inventory Control Number of 42919, and sent to the Clark Street Storage Facility where they believed it would never be seen again. Not wanting to be too explicit with the description in the inventory log, the skull was simply labeled as “artifact.”



CHAPTER 1

PRESENT TIME
I swiped my NASA ID card through the card reader at the Clark Street Storage Facility and opened the door. The uniformed guard who sat behind the small desk watched me as I entered the lobby. He looked Irish to me, with pale skin and freckles. He was very tall and thin with short, slightly graying hair. His uniform was clean and crisply pressed which gave the impression of a past member of the Marines. He looked oversized for the desk they had given him.
“ID?” he asked, as he held his hand out.
I handed him my ID card and waited. He scrutinized my card and glanced over, checking to see that I looked like the photo on the ID card.
“So, Carl Palminteri, what’d you do to piss off Woolser?” he asked.
My heart sank. “What’d they do, put it on the evening news?” I asked. The screaming match I had with my boss, Sheldon Woolser, PhD, the day before was still grating on my nerves. The guy’s a buffoon, stuffed with knowledge and not a lick of understanding or common sense.
The guard chuckled. “No. I got a memo from him telling me to keep a close eye on you. He wants you gone but he doesn’t want his hands dirty from firing you. This is the last step out the door. Woolser sends people here to do inventory because it’s the dullest, most mind numbing job he can think of. He wants you to quit.”
“And you know this because?” I asked.
He smiled. “Because of the eight other engineers he sent here before you.”
“How long before they get out of inventory duty and back to the main office?”
“They don’t,” he replied. “Most only last a month or two before they quit. One guy lasted for six months. That was a record, but the end result was the same. He finally quit.”
I closed my eyes and breathed out heavily. I couldn’t believe it had come to this. NASA was the dream job for top graduates from MIT. The reality was that the pay was a fraction of the amount paid in the private sector and with the internal politics at NASA; it was more of a nightmare for me. I didn’t want or apply for the job; I was assigned to it. And even inventory work was considerably better than the alternative.
“So,” the guard asked, “You want to quit now or later?”
I thought about it for a moment. “Six months, huh?”
“Yep, that’s the standing record.”
“Okay,” I said, “a new record might be worth it.”
The guard smiled and offered his hand. “Welcome aboard Mr. Palminteri.”
“Carl is fine,” I said shaking his hand.
“Mike Burton,” he replied. “Woolser wants you here no later than nine and leaving no earlier than five. Anything beyond that is casual overtime.”
“Casual overtime?” I asked.
“You only get paid for the eight hours. No overtime authorized.”
Pasadena California wasn’t on the lower end of the cost of living scale. I was just getting by with the overtime pay. This was going to hurt. “So I get punished financially too?”
“That’s the deal,” Mike said. “Still game?”
I gritted my teeth and ran a quick inventory of some of the things I would have to do without. As bad as the situation was, I was going to have to live with it. I now deeply regretted the argument with Woolser. I should have kept my mouth shut. It’s just that the truth should mean something. I still think people need to know that we aren’t alone in the universe and Woolser was sitting on the evidence. I had argued that people were ready for that level of knowledge, that they wouldn’t panic, but I wasn’t the person that was going to make that decision. Woolser was, and he wasn’t going to let the world’s power structure be shaken, even for an instant. I didn’t have a choice; I had to stick it out. “Game on,” I replied trying to look and sound a lot braver than I felt.
“Okay, let me show you around.”
The Clark Street Storage Facility was a massive warehouse, two hundred acres under one metal roof. Endless aisles lined with metal racks stacked twelve feet high, all loaded with wooden boxes stenciled with Inventory Control Numbers.
“The entire inventory from 1984 to the present is on the computer, but everything before that is on inventory ledgers,” Mike said. “Verifying the item on the ledger and entering it into the computer is your new job. Here’s your office.”
It wasn’t much. A small office nestled next to a larger room with a locked metal door. A simple desk with an outdated computer and some shelves filled with ledgers completed the room’s modest decor. It was a far cry from the main office at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory where I worked as a programmer of the Mars Rovers for the last three years. I was going to miss the top of the line computer, the twin screens and soft padded chair as well as the view out the south windows that overlooked the Hahamongna Watershed Park. This office was extremely primitive by comparison.
“What’s behind the door?” I asked.
“The Moon Room,” Mike said. He must have seen the puzzled look on my face. “Stuff they brought back from the moon.”
“Have you seen what’s in there?” I had heard rumors about some of the strange stuff that was brought back from the moon. This might turn out to be interesting after all.
“Once,” Mike said. “Mostly just rocks and soil samples. Nothing exciting. The key’s around here somewhere. Anyway, Woolser wants an e-mail at five every day with the number of inventory items you logged into the computer. He has access to the inventory files and likes to check up on people, so make sure everything jibes.”
“Got it,” I replied.
“Oh, there’s a couple of places that deliver for lunch, so if you want anything just let me know by eleven so I can call it in.”
“Thanks, will do.” As things stood I probably wasn’t going to be ordering anything anyway.
“Well, good luck,” Mike said as he returned to his desk in the front lobby.
Yeah, I thought. It’s going to take more than good luck to get through this. A lot more, because quitting just wasn’t a viable option for me.
* * *
Each Inventory Control Number, or ICN, in the ledger is tagged with a location, specifying the aisle, rack number and shelf level where the item is stored. The system was simple enough in concept, except for the fact that it could take twenty minutes of walking to get to a location in the warehouse. Items are sorted by size, not the ICN’s, so I spent most of my time walking from one place to the next. The last victim of Woolser’s massive ego had finished with ICN 42526, so I began with ICN 42527. It was a broken hose coupling that had failed during a rocket test. The metallurgical analysis was inside the box and included the engineer’s recommendation for re-design to eliminate future part failures. Good ol’ NASA; always improving on failure.
* * *
After I finished my first day doing inventory I looked at my Gold Chevy Malibu as I left the front door to the storage facility. I’d had it for only 5 months and now I would have to put it up for sale. I wasn’t going to be able to make the payments to the credit union. I’d have to trade down to something old, small, and cheap to run. On the way home I wondered why I seem to screw up every good thing that happens to me. My choices seem to be the right thing to do at the time but it always turns to crap before it’s done. Why can’t something work out right, just once?
I tossed my keys onto the small table by the front door of my apartment and closed the door. It’s not like I had a lot of expensive stuff to sort through. The prints of French Impressionist art by Monet and Renoir were paid for, so there was no sense in selling those right now. I had one more payment on the Sony 55” flat screen Bravia TV with the Bose surround sound system, so that could stay. The deluxe sports package in my cable plan would have to go. I was going to miss that, but at least it was baseball season. Maybe I could work something out to get it back in time for football. Missing the San Diego Chargers was really going to hurt. Most of the guys at the JPL followed the Rams, but I grew up in San Diego and was still a Chargers fan.
It’s not like I have a lot of company over, either. The only people who have seen the inside of my apartment are Mrs. Hernandez and her 8 year old son, Javier. I realized there might not be enough money to pay Mrs. Hernandez who came in once a week to clean the apartment. I hate cleaning, but more importantly I felt responsible for helping Mrs. Hernandez support her family. Her kid, Javier, was a real kick. He loved playing video games on the big screen while she cleaned. Maybe I could find a way to keep from disappointing both of them.
I had spent most of my money eating out with Sunday afternoon and evening spent at the local sports bar. That was going to have to end, too. I opened the fridge to see what I could make for dinner. The main shelf held a half empty six-pack of Mike’s Hard Limeade. I took one out, twisted the cap off and took a long swig. There was some ketchup, barbeque sauce and mustard in the door shelves along with two dozen packets of egg roll sauce. There were two eggs left, but I didn’t have the remotest idea as to how long they had been there. A white plastic take out box grabbed my attention from the bottom shelf. I opened it only to find green and gray mold growing on whatever used to be inside. I tossed that into the trash and moved on to the cupboards. There was a can of pork and beans next to a jar of crunchy peanut butter. I could make a peanut butter sandwich for dinner, but there was nothing to spread it on. A quick check of the freezer revealed a bag of broccoli that had probably been there for the last two years, maybe longer. The freezer needed defrosting, too. I was either going shopping or out to eat. I opted for both.
* * *
Over the next two weeks I settled into the routine of doing the inventory. I was learning some interesting things from what had been stored in the warehouse. There were the remains of secret projects that had either failed or been buried and not pursued. I found a model of a set of domes that would have been constructed on the moon had NASA continued the moon program. There were three different models for early versions of the Space Shuttle Program, one outfitted with what looked like an Ion Drive engine.
When I got my first paycheck it was larger than I had anticipated. The lack of overtime dropped me into a much lower tax bracket which substantially reduced the deductions for federal and state income taxes. I could at least order lunch instead of bringing my own sandwiches, and if I was careful, I could keep Mrs. Hernandez and Javier going. That was cause for celebration. I stopped on my way home and picked up another six-pack of Mike’s Hard Limeade. In the back of my mind was the Moon Room. What was really in there? What else were they hiding?



CHAPTER 2

After eighteen days, three hours and twenty eight minutes of inventory work, I came across ICN 42919 in the ledger with a location of MR. Had to be the Moon Room, but where was the key? I went through the drawers in the desk — nothing. I looked on all of the shelves and under the stacks of paperwork, still no key.
Come on, it has to be here.
I looked around the room. This was a secure facility, where would someone put the key? I looked at the metal security door and the reinforced metal jamb surrounding the door. No, I thought, no one would do that. I reached up and ran my fingers along the top ledge of the reinforced door frame. Almost completely covered in dust was the key. I unlocked the door, opened it and flipped the lights on.
The Moon Room was organized like a miniature of the warehouse with aisles of gray metal shelves. The room was about eighty feet long and fifty feet wide with fluorescent lighting fixtures that buzzed softly and flickered slightly above the aisle ways. The room had a slight musty odor to it. I followed the aisle designation and walked down to the proper shelf number. On level three was a wooden box with ICN 42919 stenciled on the end. I picked it up and headed back to my desk. I needed a screwdriver to open the box. The Inventory Control Ledger had the item listed as artifact, which didn’t tell me much. These were all artifacts of one kind or another. The thought occurred to me that artifact also meant something that was made by human effort or craftsmanship.
As I removed the last screw and lifted the lid I froze. Visions of Star Wars and C3PO ran through my mind.
What was something this sophisticated doing on the moon? And how did it end up here?
My heart was pounding and my mind was racing. I slowly reached out and gently touched the forehead. It felt cooler than I expected. It was smooth and strangely enchanting. In my daydreams I wanted to be part of the team to develop a robot that actually resembled a real human being, but that level of technology was still far into the future. Except here was a good portion of that technology, sitting in a wooden box in front of me. I pulled the sheet of paper that was nestled next to the head out of the box and unfolded it. The sheet was a metallurgical analysis that identified the skull material as a titanium alloy with a patina dating the skull to greater than 10,000 years old. According to the date on the sheet of paper, the head had been sitting in the moon room since early 1973. I set the sheet down and gently lifted the head out of the box. Titanium is strong, but very light in weight, yet the skull had a fairly hefty weight to it. If you were going to put a computer into a robot and properly protect it, a titanium alloy skull would be ideal. I examined the fine wires extending from the neck. They were dark in color and still flexible. Totally remarkable for something that was over 10,000 years old. I took out my pocket knife and shaved a small section near the end of one of the wires. As I moved it around in the light a slight flash of gold caught my attention.
I pulled open the desk drawer and grabbed a magnifying glass. The wire had some kind of coating on it, probably an insulator. That would make sense. The wire itself appeared to be some kind of gold alloy. Gold was a perfect conductor for electricity. As I sorted through the fine wires I noticed that two of the wires were thicker than the others.
Power supply wires?
I was going to need some test equipment, something I currently didn’t have. This was going to have to wait until tomorrow. I gently placed the robot’s head back into the box, put the screws back in place and returned it to the shelf in the Moon Room. I logged ICN 42919 into the computer and verified the name of artifact. I had trouble concentrating on anything else for the rest of the day with visions of advanced technology flitting through my mind.
* * *
Just before nine the next morning, I swiped my card and entered the lobby. Mike was at his desk, as usual. He questioned the cardboard box I carried in. I set it down on his desk so he could inspect the contents.
“Science project,” I said as he dug through the wires and components in the box. “Lunch time and maybe a little after hours.” My laptop was at the bottom of the box.
“I’ve got to log all this in as personal property, otherwise you’ll never get it back out of the building.”
I pulled the complete list out of my jacket pocket and handed it to him.
“Now we’re talkin’,” he said as he stapled the list into his logbook. “I don’t care what you do; just don’t let Woolser catch your inventory work slipping.”
“No sweat,” I answered as he waved me into the warehouse. My stomach tightened as I walked through the door. This was a huge risk for me. For an ordinary person, getting caught doing something like this would get them fired, and they would collect unemployment while they searched for another job. If I got fired, there wouldn’t be any unemployment. The people that placed me here would come and hunt me down. I was safe here only as long as I cooperated with them and performed the special assignments they gave to me. My secret hope was that when my next special project came up they would make Woolser put me back in the rover programming department and I would get out of doing inventory work. As risky as this was, I had to know if the robot’s head might actually work, and if it did, what I might learn from it. That could be my ace in the hole with the people I actually worked for. I was feeling anxious trying to get through until lunch. I couldn’t wait to get back to the robot’s head.
At noon, Mike dropped off the sandwich I had ordered for lunch and headed back to the lobby. I wouldn’t see him again until five. I opened the Moon Room and retrieved the robot’s head. Using my pocket knife I removed a small section of the insulation at the end of each wire and began resistance testing. The days in professor Tuttle’s Electronic Circuitry class at MIT came flooding back into my mind. It took only twenty seconds to identify the ground wire and determine that it wasn’t connected to the robot’s metallic skull. Good design practice. I identified and tagged the rest of the wires as either inputs or outputs based on their resistance to the ground and power supply wires: a hundred and twelve inputs and eighty seven outputs. Further testing would have to wait until after five.
As five o’clock rolled around Mike poked his head in the door to the office.
“I logged you out as of five,” he said. “I leave at six. If you’re here after that the night guard can swipe you out.”
“Thanks,” I said, “that’ll be great.” I finished the e-mail to Woolser’s office reporting on the inventory I had completed and went back to work on the robot’s head.
I had constructed an interface box the night before with two cables connecting to my laptop computer, one for inputs and one for outputs. I was still connecting wires when I heard footsteps outside the office door. I gently placed the robot’s head back inside the box just as the night guard opened the door. He was African-American, a little on the chubby side and short, maybe five six or so. The shirt of his uniform puffed out over the belt. I froze, not knowing how he was going to handle seeing the open box on my desk with wires running to the computer on my desk.
“Mike told me you’d be here,” he said as he walked toward my desk. He stopped and stared at the wires and the open box. “What the hell? You ain’t sposed to be messin’ with that stuff!”
I sat back watching his expression, trying to get a take on where he was coming from. He seemed outraged, so I decided I had to do something to change his state of mind.
“You like science fiction?” I asked.
“What?”
“Do you like science fiction?”
“What’s that got to do with anything? You messin with important stuff.”
“You ever see Star Wars?” I asked.
He paused. I had managed to break his train of thought. Now all I had to do was establish a new direction in his thinking.
“The movie?” he asked. “I seen ‘em all. What difference it make?”
“How about Raiders of the Lost Ark?” I asked.
“Yeah, what about it?” He shifted his weight and looked more relaxed; now he was curious instead of outraged.
“You ever wonder if there was some huge secret buried deep in this warehouse that they didn’t want anyone to know about?”
“You mean like…?”
“Yeah. That’s exactly what I mean.” I replied. “It’s not the Ark, but it’s something equally interesting, and potentially just as shocking. You ever wonder what’s been hidden right under your nose?”
He shifted his weight again. Curiosity was getting the better of him.
“Can you keep a secret?” I asked.
He debated the issue in his mind for a few moments more. “Sure,” he replied almost reluctantly, “what is it?” I quickly debated how much I should actually tell him. Then I thought, what the hell. I waved him over and pointed into the box containing the robot’s head. He approached slowly, his mouth dropping open as he looked into the box.
“They found it on the moon, back in seventy two on the last Apollo mission. NASA didn’t want anybody to know what they found, so they buried it here in the warehouse.”
“This for real, man?” he asked slowly.
“Put your hand on it.” I replied.
He reached out tentatively and slowly touched the robot’s head. He drew his hand back quickly and looked up at me.
“It’s a hundred percent real.” I said.
“Does it work?” He seemed almost as curious as I was now.
“Don’t know. That’s what I’m trying to find out.”
“I always thought sumptun secret was hidden away back here, but whit the size of this place ya never know where to start lookin. Where was it?”
“In the Moon Room.”
“The what?” he asked. The moon room was turning out to be one of the best kept secrets in the entire place.
“You mean they never showed you the Moon Room?” I asked.
“Nah, man, they dint show me shit; just gave me these rounds to make and that was it.”
I smiled at how excited he was. This could turn out to be a fun assignment after all.
“Come on, I’ll give you the tour.” I opened the door to the Moon Room and took him up and down the aisles.
“These real moon rocks?” he asked.
“Yep. The real deal.”
“God, this is so cool. Can’t wait to tell Moniesha. She’s my wife.”
I began to wonder if this whole thing was starting to get out of control. “You can tell her about the Moon Room but the robot’s head is our secret, right?”
“Yeah,” he replied quickly, “she don’t need to know ‘bout that, but this is just so cool.”
“I’m Carl,” I said as I held out my hand.
“Leroy,” he replied shaking my hand, “Leroy Simms.” From the size of the smile on Leroy’s face I figured I had a friend I could count on.
* * *
I didn’t want to keep hooking up and disconnecting the wires to the robot’s head every day. Leroy made a wooden box where I could store the whole thing as one assembly. We even invented a new ICN for it so it wouldn’t look out of place in the Moon Room. Leroy liked pizza so I sprang for a delivery every night around eleven. That meant I was back to bringing my own sandwiches for lunch, but it seemed like a reasonable tradeoff to me.
Progress was slow. I didn’t know how much voltage the robot’s head was designed to handle, so I started out low and gradually kept increasing the power to the robot’s head as I sent signals into various input wires and watched the output wires for any activity. For the next two nights nothing happened. Then I started getting signals on some of the output wires. They showed up on the computer screen as random symbols; arrows, spaces, flashing letters in various colors. It all appeared random but my gut told me it wasn’t.
I wrote a program to feed information from the output wires back into the input wires and record any repeating sequences. It wouldn’t tell me what the robot’s head was trying to do, but it would give me some kind of insight into the type of code that was being used. I also wrote another program to search the accumulating database of information being exchanged in and out of the robot’s head for patterns that might mean something. So far nothing was making any sense, but something was working inside the robot’s head; that much was certain. Then suddenly the signals on the output wires stopped. I waited. Nothing. Did it finally die? This was going to require deeper thought, so I packed the whole thing up and put it back in the box.
The following night I hooked the robot’s head back up to the power supply and turned everything on. I wanted to try something different but was having trouble deciding on just what I would do. It was then I noticed a short blip on the output line from the robot’s head. A few seconds later, another blip. Short sections of code were being sent by the robot’s head to my computer. I tried to see what it was sending, but nothing made any sense. Then I reduced the signals down to their binary code level. It was machine language, the system of ones and zeros that runs the computer. The robot’s head was testing the operating system of my computer by sending operational commands to the processor chip and observing the response.
Within a few minutes, small code fragments began appearing on the lines running to the inputs in the robot’s head. It was learning how my computer system worked. I watched in awe as the volume of data gradually increased between the robot’s head and my laptop computer. I sat there, totally fascinated at what was happening. Then eventually everything stopped again. My guess was, it had learned everything that was on my laptop.
Every programming student’s first project is to send the word “hello” to the computer screen or the printer. I typed HELLO and sent it into one of the input wires. In clear text, the output from the robot’s head read, Greeting Protocol Acknowledged. Initiate Content.
Leroy came flying into the office. “Hey, man, you gotta get outta here, day shift is gonna be here in twenty minutes.” I was so absorbed in what the robot’s head was doing, I had lost track of the time.



CHAPTER 3

My mind was racing as I sat waiting for breakfast in Manny’s Delicatessen, a half mile from the Clark Street Storage facility. Was the robot’s head really trying to communicate with me? And how was that even possible? Computers run programs; they don’t think for themselves. There were so many questions and not a damned thing I could do about getting any answers until at least lunchtime.
The waitress brought my steak, eggs and hash browns and refilled my coffee. Waiting was the hard part, but at least I had some time to reconsider my questions and what had just happened, or at least what had appeared to have happened. Not only did the robot’s head recognize my HELLO as a greeting, but it also expected some kind of content or information to follow. Exactly what that might be remained a complete mystery to me.
I swiped back into the front door of the Clark Street facility just before nine, greeted Mike and went into the warehouse, trying to pretend I was bored with the whole setup. While processing the next set of ICN’s, I gradually formed a plan about what to try with the robot’s head. At noon I returned my attention to the robot’s head and turned everything on.
I typed, Who or what are you? and sent it to the robot’s head. I didn’t have to wait long for a response.
I am an AXTO Series 7 communications android, came the reply. Electrical power is at the low end of my operating range. Please increase power by 18 % for optimal performance.
I sat back in the chair and stared at the screen. Never in my life have I had a computer ask me anything regarding power supplied to it, and I’ve worked with a lot of computers. I adjusted the power setting to the requested level. Immediately the screen updated, Thank you. NETCOMM is down. Why?
NETCOMM? Did it mean the Internet? I typed in What is NETCOMM?
Communication network for androids, came the response. No signal.
I typed in, We have the Internet, and supplied the computer port number for access. I set the computer and the box with the robot’s head down on the floor behind my desk with the power still on and went back to logging in ICN’s. I checked the computer screen from time to time during the afternoon, but nothing had updated. After Mike had made his final appearance of the day and I had sent my five o’clock e-mail to Woolser, I went back to work on the robot’s head.
In my days at MIT I was involved in an Artificial Intelligence project, or AI. We tried to create programs that would enable a computer to think. With my strong programming skills, I came close, but the robot’s head went far beyond the ability to think; it was self-aware. The technology to be able to do that was centuries ahead of where we are now, maybe even millennia ahead. I felt inadequate and stupid at the same time as I compared myself to a 10,000 year old piece of hardware that somehow ended up on the moon.
Leroy walked in the office door and stopped. He looked at the expression on my face and said, “It’s working, isn’t it?”
“It is,” I replied slowly.
“So who made it? Was it from space aliens?” he asked.
“Don’t know,” I said. “We can ask it.”
“You mean it’s answering questions?”
“Like you wouldn’t believe.”
Leroy moved around the back of the desk so he could see the computer screen. I typed in, Where were you made? expecting the name of some unrecognizable star system in response.
Geography is strangely different, but my place of origin is what you identify as Northern India, appeared on the screen.
I sat bolt upright in my chair. “Here?” I shouted. “It’s from Earth?”
* * *
My mind was reeling so fast I felt dizzy as I slumped back into my chair. How could this be? How could something this advanced and yet so old be from here? It just didn’t make sense. And if it was from here, how did it learn English, a relatively recent language? And more importantly, how did it get on the moon?
I typed, How did you learn my language?
I interface with 1,218 different computer-based systems and communicate in 138 different languages. Your computer is similar in structure with 18 other computer systems known to me and your language in different files on this computer is similar in structure to 3 languages, also known to me. What I don’t know is why the information available on your Internet is so different. My motor systems and other sensors are also unresponsive. Can you explain? appeared on the computer screen.
“Oh man,” Leroy said, “how ya goin’ to tell it it was dead?”
This wasn’t going to be easy. Even though the robot’s head was just a piece of hardware, it was beginning to feel like a real person. There was no other way than to spell it out.
I typed, The only thing we have is your head. Nothing else is attached to it except this computer.
Acknowledged appeared on the computer screen. Why is everything so different?
I typed, We recovered your head from the moon. You are back on Earth. You have been without power for at least 10,000 years.
This time there was no immediate response.
I typed, What was the last thing you remember before being connected to this computer?
The meteor storm appeared on the screen.
I typed, What happened?
I was assigned to mining operations on the moon. We were extracting titanium, iron, silicon and boron for transport back to earth. The Earth passed through a section of the galaxy that contained a large cloud of small pieces of debris. We didn’t detect it until it was too late. The meteors started to impact the Earth and the moon. We were unprepared for the devastation that was raining down from the sky. Only the settlement on Mars was functioning. Did it survive? appeared on the screen.
They had a settlement on Mars? How advanced were they? They obviously were capable of interplanetary travel and colonization. What else could they do? Being directly involved in the Mars Rover and Observer programs, I knew there were ancient ruins and huge stone structures on the surface, but it was half covered in sand and dust. Nothing had been cleaned or maintained in thousands of years.
I typed, The settlement on Mars is no longer functioning.
Then everything was lost appeared on the screen.
I began thinking about our own history, how we believe we started out living in caves, using stone instruments to hunt and gather food. What if we didn’t start out there? What if that was where a remnant of humanity survived the meteor storm?
I typed, How long ago was this?
Unable to determine appeared on the screen.
There had to be some way of figuring out how long ago this all happened. If the meteors were in a specific section of the galaxy and the Earth passed through that section, it could happen again.
I typed, What was the location in the galaxy where this happened?
I received a set of coordinates from the robot’s head, but none of it made any sense. It was in a system totally unknown to me. I typed a request for alignments of various stars and celestial objects related to the coordinates provided. The robot’s head provided a substantial list of alignments. This was going to take some research to figure out. Fortunately, NASA was the place to do precisely that.
I knew Woolser would have a flag on my regular login, but I also had a covert login he didn’t know about thanks to the people who placed me at NASA. I logged in covertly and accessed the celestial mapping program. After inputting the alignment of Polaris, Vega, and several other stars I recognized the program provided the other alignments and a date: 61,285 BCE.
So the robot’s head was 63,000 years old, not 10,000. Somebody built it to last. If the robot was on the moon when the meteor storm struck, it would be hard to estimate its age. In the vacuum on the surface of the moon there would be no oxygen; nothing would rust or oxidize, so all of the time markers we use to date things on the Earth, like oxidation, wouldn’t apply. And if the robot’s head was buried in a collapsed building, it would have been protected from small meteor impacts and radiation. It would have been perfectly preserved, at least until the impact that created the crater in which it was found, and who knows when that was?
“Are you shittin’ me, man?” Leroy said from behind me. “61,000 BC?”
“Yep,” I replied, “over 63,000 years ago. Look at the percentage of match.”
“98 %?” Leroy said. “What does that mean?”
“Let me try something,” I replied. I typed the date of 61,280 BCE into the program. It would take increments of only five years at this time range. Comparing the position to our current galactic position gave us a 96.7 % match. I entered 61,290 BCE and ran a comparison: 97 % match.
“That’s less both times. Why is it doing that?” Leroy asked.
“Five years ago the match was 96.7 %,” I explained. “Right now it’s 98 %. In five years it will move away from a positional match and be at 97 %. That means the true matching position will peak either this year or next year. We’re right back in the path of the meteor storm. It will hit this year or next year at the latest.”
“So you’re saying the stars move and this thing doesn’t?” Leroy asked.
“You catch on fast,” I replied. “What I learned from NASA is that stars move in the galaxy because they have mass, weight, and they have magnetic fields. That’s what creates gravity. The meteor cloud has very little mass and no magnetic field, so it’ll stay in the same place. The Sun and the Earth will pass through the same place in the galaxy. That meteor cloud is going to be there, and we’re headed right back into it.”
“So we’re all gonna die?” Leroy asked.
“Not if I can help it.”



CHAPTER 4

I spent the night pacing back and forth inside my apartment. What if the information from the robot’s head wasn’t correct? What if the meteor cloud had moved and we were in no danger at all? What if it was there and no one would listen? Would people believe what came out of a 63,000 year old piece of hardware that shouldn’t exist, or that there was an advanced civilization that long ago that was millennia ahead of ours and all but disappeared in a cataclysmic event leaving almost nothing behind? Is this even believable to me? There were so many questions and so few answers.
At about four in the morning, I realized it all came down to how deeply I believed the information. If I had any doubts at all, then how could I convince anyone else? And if I doubted the information, then what business did I have trying to convince anyone else? I reviewed everything I had learned from the robot’s head. It had been a stretch for me to firmly believe all of the information, but it did have its own logic to it. And if it was all true, it answered a lot of questions about our distant past as human beings and why we lived in caves. It was just so different from what we normally believe that I knew there would be a lot of resistance to accepting all of it. I had resisted believing all of it. But deep in my heart I knew it was real. Once I realized that, I knew what I had to do.
I don’t consider myself to be the heroic type. I learned a long and painful lesson from that; fighting the system ends in failure, so I don’t do it anymore. But here I am, back in the same place again, realizing the system is wrong and I am the only one with the knowledge and the skills to actually do something that will make a difference. Woolser wasn’t going to stick his neck out to help anyone but himself, so that’s out. I texted some friends asking how they would get a critical message out to the world. It was a tossup between YouTube and the Cy Cobb Show, which I had never seen. I thought television might have more credibility than YouTube, so I called early in the morning. Besides, placing myself squarely in the public eye would be the only protection I would get from the people who would want me back in prison, or worse. The risk to me personally was extreme, but the risk to the planet from the meteor storm was even more extreme.
I explained what I wanted to a receptionist, an assistant in production, and then to Cyrus Cobb’s assistant. “Can you hold?” she asked, “I think he is going to want to talk to you.”
“Sure.” What else was I going to do?
“This is Cy, what’s your background?” He had a pleasant, almost charming quality to his voice with a slight Australian accent to it.
“I graduated from MIT with a degree in Electrical Engineering and a Master’s in Computer Science. I’ve been an engineer at NASA for the past three years. I write programs for the Mars Rovers.”
“Great,” Cy replied, “And you think the world is going to end?” He came across as sincere and caring. I felt comfortable sharing details with him, even though I didn’t really know him.
“I came across reliable information about a meteor cloud that will impact the Earth within the next year or two. It has the potential to destroy everything on the planet.” My heart was thumping in my chest. What I was telling him was really out there, idea-wise. My hope was that he would take a chance and believe me.
“And this can be verified?” he asked. I couldn’t tell him about the robot’s head without sounding like a complete lunatic, so I relied on the next best piece of information I had. “It’s not showing up on our long distance space radar yet, but that isn’t surprising because the objects are small by astronomical standards, but by the time they do show up, it’ll be too late. People need to be warned now while there is still time to prepare.”
“Are you a regular viewer of my show?” he asked.
Here it comes, I thought, he’s going to discount everything I said to him. “No, sorry to say, I’m not. Does that matter to you?”
“No, no, not at all. This is exactly the kind of information my show was created to find and get out to the public. Could you be in the studio at six tomorrow morning for my show? I want people to hear this directly from you, the source.”
Relief flooded through me. He believes me. “I don’t know. I’m in California and I don’t even know where you and your studio are located.”
“Oh, that’s no problem. We’re in Atlanta. I can have you on a plane this afternoon and you can stay in a nice hotel tonight, limo to the studio in the morning, all our expense. Deal?”
Finally, I’d be able to share this information in public. After that the responsibility for knowing about the meteor storm wouldn’t be depending solely on me. “Deal.” I replied.
I got the details from his assistant and started packing for the trip. This could work.
* * *
I had never been in a television studio before. What passed for a relatively large stage was in fact rather small. The background was made to look further away by perspective lines and shrunken features like fake windows and outdoor scenes behind them. It looked strange until I remembered that a camera doesn’t have any depth perception. After going through makeup and some prep discussions we were finally ready to go.
Cy entered the stage as the director counted down from five to one.
“Welcome to today’s show,” he said as the applause from the small live audience died down. “With me today is renegade NASA engineer Carl Palminteri to tell us about the end of the world. Carl?”
Here I am trying to warn people of what’s coming and all of a sudden I’m a renegade? What was he doing? I struggled to regain some sense of composure.
“I’m not a renegade, but I came across some important information regarding a very large meteor storm that is threatening the earth and I believe people should know about it before it’s too late.”
“Like the meteor that wiped out the dinosaurs?” Cy asked.
“No. That was a single, very large asteroid,” I answered, “This is actually a massive cloud of billions of meteors that the Earth will pass through within the next two years.”
“And you know this because?” Cy asked.
“It’s happened before,” I replied, “Sixty three thousand years ago the earth passed through the same meteor cloud. There was a very advanced civilization existing at the time, much more advanced than we are today. The meteor storm destroyed everything that had been built and accomplished at that time. According to the research I have done, less than a thousand people survived the meteor storm.”
“In what country?” Cy asked.
“On the entire planet.” I replied.
“Less than a thousand people survived on the entire planet?”
“That’s correct,” I answered. “The only people to survive were those who sought shelter in caves. That’s why our scientists believe we started out as cave dwellers. We didn’t start out in caves; we survived the meteor storm there.”
“And this so-called advanced civilization, where was it supposed to be?” Cy asked.
“Where India is now.”
“Isn’t that civilization just a myth?”
“Well it’s certainly presented that way, but from what I’ve learned and the evidence I have, it’s as real as the world we know today.”
“And what, or who is your source for this information?”
“I can’t really give you that. The source is classified and I am not authorized to divulge it at this time.” I hoped that slight lie would make this whole thing sound more credible.
“What do you think people should do about this meteor storm?”
“The only chance we have for survival is an underground shelter or cave. All of our buildings and infrastructure will be destroyed. The more dirt and concrete you can have between you and the meteorites the better.”
“Exactly when do you believe this meteor storm is going to happen?” Cy asked.
“Soon,” I replied. “It could happen any day now, but certainly within the next two years at the latest.”
Cy turned toward the camera. “Will the Earth really be destroyed? The answer to that question right after the break.” Cy turned back to me and shook my hand. “Great job,” he said. “Thanks for being here today.” He pointed off the stage and a stage hand escorted me to the door of the studio.
* * *
I stood in the lobby of the studio watching a television monitor waiting for the commercials to end. I wanted to see what was next on the show. Cy’s question, “will the Earth really be destroyed” had me puzzled.
“Welcome back,” Cy said to the audience. “My next guest is Doctor Shelden Woolser from NASA.”
Oh no! I thought. Could this get any worse?
“Doctor Woolser, is the world really going to end?” Cy asked.
“Certainly not,” Woolser said. “There is no evidence whatsoever of any kind of a meteor storm, or anything else for that matter.”
“Well, what about Mr. Palminteri’s claims?” Cy asked.
“I’m afraid Mr. Palminteri has suffered some sort of mental meltdown,” Woolser replied. “He was reassigned from his regular work because of an emotional break down last month. He was required to attend weekly sessions with our staff psychologist, but has failed to show up for any of his appointments. Unfortunately we have had no other option than to terminate his employment at NASA.”
“And his classified source for the information on the meteor storm?” Cy asked.
“Mr. Palminteri wrote computer programs for the accounting department. He had no security clearance and no access to classified materials. I’m afraid this is all a figment of Mr. Palminteri’s imagination.”
I felt sick to my stomach and dizzy. I couldn’t take any more. I walked out the door of the studio and headed back to the hotel. I thought things couldn’t get any worse, but they were about to do just that.



CHAPTER 5

Two hours later, I was in a bar down the street from the hotel working on my fourth whiskey sour. I still had three hours before I had to be at the airport for my flight back to California. Sports were on the television set above the bar, so I was spared any dialog about my humiliation on the Cy Cobb show.
I became aware of a man standing next to me and looked up at him. He was tall and well dressed in an expensive three piece suit, classy shoes and short dark hair. He didn’t have a tan, so he wasn’t from around here. He also looked seriously out of place in a sports bar. He stared down at my travel bag next to the bar stool and then looked back at me.
“Carl Palminteri, I presume?” he said.
“What do you want?” I asked.
“I’m thinking we can help each other out here.” I looked around the bar to see if anyone else was listening. It looked like it was just the two of us.
“I’ve already been helped out of my job, what do you want to help me out of now?”
He smiled, “May I?” he said as he motioned to the stool next to mine.
“Whatever,” I said as I waved my hand toward the stool. I downed the last of my drink and motioned to the bartender for another.
“I saw you on the Cy Cobb show,” he said. “How did you know about the meteor storm?”
“Does it matter?” I asked.
“It does to me.”
I looked at him again. He didn’t seem aggressive, nor interested in continuing my humiliation.
“And why would you want to hear anything I might have to say after the Cy Cobb show?”
“Because it’s classic deny and ridicule strategy. They use it to discredit real information when it opposes the existing paradigm.”
“Deny and…”
“Ridicule,” he said. “Very effective in the public forum.”
“Yeah, you got that part right,” I replied, taking another sip of my drink.
“So how did you know about the meteor storm?” he asked again.
Maybe it was the alcohol; maybe I just didn’t have anything else left to lose. “It’s a long story.”
“I’ve got time,” he said.
I stared at him for a moment. He seemed honestly interested.
“What the hell, why not?” I replied. I told him about the robot’s head being found on the moon, and how I ended up with it in the Clark Street Storage Facility.
“And the missed appointments with the shrink?” he asked.
“There never were any appointments, Woolser lied.”
He opened his cell phone and punched in a number. “Activate Project Ark,” he said, “threat level one, event type meteor storm, authorization Yankee, Zulu, Zulu, Omega.” He closed his phone and looked straight at me.
“Okay, Carl, I need to get you out of here,” he said, “and into some place safe.”
“You don’t even know me,” I replied. “I’m not the kind of person you think I am. I’m probably headed back to prison. You’re better off not being around me.”
He put his hand on my shoulder and said, “Carl, it’s going to be okay.” I pulled back from him and gave him a nasty look. “Sorry,” he said holding his hands up in the air. “It’ll never happen again.” He sat back and stared at me some more. After a long pause he said, “So tell me how you ended up in prison.”
“It’s another long story,” I replied.
He glanced at his watch and briefly looked around the bar.
“I’ve got some time,” he said.
I don’t know why, but it just felt good to get all of it out in the open… finally.
After I finished, I told him, “So I’m not the kind of person you are looking for. We done?”
“Actually, you’re exactly the kind of person I’m looking for,” he said. “You can call me John,” as he held out his hand and smiled.
I shook his hand thinking, Yeah, right! What kind of nut case thinks I’m a valuable person? “Look,” I said, “being close to me can be dangerous. There are some horrible people who are going to be looking for me. You’re better off not being around me.”
He paused for a moment thinking about what I had said. “All things considered, I’ll take the risk,” he replied. John waved for the bartender and pulled a fifty out of his pocket. “This cover it?” The bartender grinned and nodded. “If anyone asks, you didn’t see him here.”
John helped me up and we headed for the front door. As John opened the door, he stopped and backed into me, closing the door to a small crack.
“What are you doin’?” I asked.
John looked down at my travel bag. “You got anything in there you can’t live without?”
“Change of clothes and shaving stuff, why?”
“Take a look,” he said as he opened the door a little more.
Men in dark suits were walking out of the hotel and looking around followed by several men in dark blue jackets with U.S. Marshal printed on the back and the sleeves.
“Oh Christ!” I said. “I thought they would wait ‘til I got back to California.”
“Your travel bag is a dead giveaway,” he said. “Leave it here.” He pulled out his cell phone, punched in a number and started giving directions. A dark limo pulled away from the front of the hotel, came down the street and wheeled around the corner just past the bar. “Let’s go,” he said. We walked out the door and casually moved away from the hotel and around the corner to the waiting limo. As we climbed in, John told the driver to go back to the airport. He speed dialed his cell phone and said, “We’re twenty minutes out. File flight plan echo and prep for takeoff.”
My head was starting to spin. I didn’t know what John was doing, but I was just grateful I wasn’t in federal custody.
* * *
I woke up to the whine of two small jet engines ringing in my ears. John sat across from me in the passenger cabin of his Learjet 45.
“Hell of a chance you took going on TV like that,” he said.
“I was thinking once the information was out there, they wouldn’t come after me. You know, the protection of publicity?”
John chuckled. “Yeah, more conventional wisdom that doesn’t work.”
“So what’s your interest in all of this?” I asked.
“I run a survivalist network of business owners concerned about the people we serve in our communities. The disaster agencies are ineffective and mired down in bureaucratic nonsense and regulations. At the upper levels, none of them actually care about the people they are supposed to serve. We do. The Survivalist Network is all privately run. We don’t get any financial support from the government or any of the large corporations. We are very much aware of the potential disasters that face humanity, and are prepared to do whatever it takes to make a difference.
“The government’s primary concern is the continuity of government, not the people or their lives and families. Take a look at what they did following Katrina. Thousands of people showed up offering help, food, supplies and medical care, all for free. FEMA sent them all away while people suffered and died in their homes. When official help did arrive, it was too little, too late and people were required to leave their pets behind.
“That kind of behavior is inexcusable and totally unacceptable. In a major disaster, like your meteor storm, no one from the government is actually going to help. It’s all going to be about the continuity of government, people’s lives and property be damned. You care. Otherwise, you would never have exposed yourself to that ridicule and humiliation on national television. Whether you know it or not, you’re one of us.”
I thought about what he said. I’d had enough experience with the government to realize what he said made sense. “But doesn’t the government have a responsibility to at least warn the people of the coming disaster?”
“That’s a good question,” John said. “Let me ask one in return. If our politicians are faced with a choice of spending all of the government’s resources in an attempt to protect over three hundred million people, or using its resources to protect the wealthy people who paid to get them elected, who do you think they are going to protect?”
“But it wouldn’t cost that much just to warn people,” I replied.
“No, it wouldn’t,” John said, “but what do you think people are going to demand from the government once they know something of this magnitude is going to happen? And what level of social unrest do you think will ensue?”
I knew he was right. Hell, here I was already out there starting to stir things up myself. The whole thing would spiral out of control. I hadn’t really thought it through. Given human nature, everything would have come unglued.
“The government has to deny that anything is going to happen at least long enough to get some kind of reasonable plan in place to keep the public calm,” John said. “And if they can keep the public from finding out altogether, so much the better for the politicians and their wealthy donors. Ordinary people are irrelevant; only power, wealth and influence are important to them. That’s what they will protect.”
I knew he was right, judging by how they treated me in the past. “Okay, now what?” I asked.
“We have resources you need and you have knowledge we need. Together we can make a difference. You interested?” John asked.
Here I was again, back to fighting the system, a place I swore I’d never be again. But, with the FBI and the U.S. Marshals Service looking for me, there weren’t really any other attractive offers on the table.
“So what got you into the survivalist thing?” I asked.
“Fair question,” John replied. “I grew up in Sylmar in the San Fernando Valley not far from Los Angeles. My mom was a nurse working the night shift at the Veterans Hospital. A 6.6 magnitude earthquake hit at six in the morning on February 9th, 1971. My mom was one of forty nine people who died in the Veterans Hospital that morning.
“The Lower Van Norman Dam was damaged along with many of the freeway interchanges. Evacuation orders were issued, withdrawn and issued again. There was no real coordinated program to help people in the area. Confusion reigned and several more people died in the panic that ensued. Major aftershocks came shortly after the earthquake adding to the damage and overall chaos.
“My dad owned the local hardware store. We managed to get to the store, only to find that there was no power and no telephones. People were arriving looking for help and supplies. My dad loaned out almost everything in the store to help people survive, not asking for anything in return. Everything we had was invested in that store, but my dad felt that people were more important than money.
“Insurance money eventually came but it was too little, too late. What saved us was the people dad helped during the earthquake. He helped them repair their homes with free help and supplies that he loaned to them. The people came back and helped my dad rebuild his business. I was only ten at the time, but that experience changed the course of my life. I went to college and got an MBA, determined to create a business that would help people in a disaster. One thing led to another, and I now have eight businesses spread out over the globe. During that time I also found a number of business owners who also had a deep desire to be of service to other people, and we formed the Survivalist Network.
“Does this sound like something you would like to join?” John asked.
I thought about the people who were hunting me and the fate that waited for me at the end of that terrifying and horribly painful journey. I also thought about the people on the planet and the trial-by-fire that they faced. Finally, here was John, not only offering me a way out, but a way to help save perhaps millions of people. How could I say no? “Yes, it does,” I replied. “I’m in.”
“So where’s the robot’s head?” John asked.
I looked around the inside of John’s Lear jet, realizing how unprepared I had been. I looked down at the floor, ashamed at how guilty I now felt. “It’s still in the Clark Street Storage Facility along with my computer.”
“We’ll need to get it,” he said. “Tonight.”
“My ID card’s not going to work. They will have changed that already, and they’re likely to be watching my apartment.”
John nodded in recognition of the situation. “What security does the building have?”
“The place has only three doors, one ID card swipe entry. The other two are rolled bay doors that can be opened only from the inside. There’s a night guard on duty.”
“Armed?”
“Yeah, but I know him. It’ll be okay.”
“I’ll have two covert operatives go along with you, just in case.”
John picked up the phone in the cabin. “Change destination to Pasadena.” The Learjet 45 banked to the left. I felt dizzy and closed my eyes.
* * *
We arrived near the Clark Street Storage Facility just after ten that night. The covert operatives were dressed in dark clothes and looked to be ex-military. They didn’t appear to be carrying any weapons, but they didn’t look like they needed any, either.
“We’ll locate and neutralize the guard,” one of them said, “then we’ll enter and secure the package. In and out in under five minutes.”
I checked my watch, pulled out my cell phone and dialed.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“Ordering a Pizza.”
We intercepted the pizza delivery guy on the driveway to the Clark Street Storage Facility.
“Remember me?” I asked as he peered out the window of his car.
“Yeah, how come you’re outside instead of inside the building?”
“I need a favor,” I said. “Fifty bucks to borrow your hat and jacket for ten minutes.”
“I don’t know man. I gotta pay for the pizza outa that.”
“Hundred bucks, cash up front.”
He looked at the two covert operatives. “I can’t be doin’ nothin’ illegal, man. I need this job.”
“Totally legit, ten minutes, a hundred bucks.”
“Plus the cost of the pizza?”
“Yeah, plus the cost of the pizza.”
“And the tip?”
I stood there and stared at him.
“Come on man! The pizza’s $11.78. You always give me a twenty and tell me to keep the change.”
“One twenty total,” I said.
“Awesome.”
* * *
I walked up to the lobby door wearing the hat and jacket carrying the pizza and pounded on the door. Leroy slowly walked through the door into the lobby, hand on his revolver.
“Carl?” he said. “What the hell you doin’, man?”
“Can you let me in?” I asked.
He swiped his card and opened the door.
“I brought pizza,” I said as I entered.
“Yeah, I see that. What are you doin’?”
“I need your help. I need the robot’s head and the stuff in the box — now!”
“Jesus, Carl! What’s goin’ on?”
“All hell’s about to break loose. The meteor storm we talked about is real and I need the robot’s head and the information it contains to help warn people what’s coming. I also need to get you and your family to a safe place before it all hits. I have people who can help.”
Leroy looked out the glass next to the door at the two guys waiting outside.
“This for real, man?” Leroy looked terrified. His hand started to shake and his lip quivered.
“It’s for real,” I replied. “We can protect you and your family. You’ll be safe with us. You can come with us now or whenever you’re ready. Your choice. Just let me know and I’m here for you.”
“Jesus Christ, man! Moniesha’s gonna kill me. She don’t like no surprises, and this one’s a whopper.” He looked me in the eye, the expression on his face pleading for what I told him not to be true.
“I know, Leroy, but I got your back. It’s going to be all right. You just gotta trust me.”
Leroy looked around nervously, considering what he had just heard. “All right,” he replied. “Let’s go get the box.”
* * *
It was a two and a half hour drive from Denver up into the mountains. I’d never been in the Rocky Mountains before. They were beautiful and majestic with all the rocks, pine trees and small streams cascading down next to the highway. We arrived at what John called his cabin: a two story log home with a thirty foot high set of glass windows rising to a peak in the front, surrounded by a wide railed porch. We climbed the six steps to the porch and John opened one of the double doors leading into the great room. The sunlight shining in through the glass front highlighted the natural wood interior. A half log wood stairway led up the left wall to the second floor where a railed walkway extended around the great room, leading to what I assumed were bedrooms on both sides. The kitchen was under the stairs to the back and there was a massive stone fireplace in the center of the great room extending up through the ceiling. On the right side of the great room were several offices, filled with computer equipment and other office machines.
“Do you like bright sunlight in the morning, or darkness?” he asked.
“I’m usually up early,” I replied, “I like the sun. California thing.”
“Then the room at the front right is yours,” he said pointing to the second floor at the far end from the stairs.
I carried the seven bags of clothes from the exclusive store John had stopped at after we left the airport. He had told them I was a private client, at which point the store had been quietly cleared and only one salesman had remained with us. I had felt strange, almost like secret royalty.
My room was similar to the house; natural wood decor and large. Double glass doors opened onto a balcony that faced the morning sun. I walked out onto the balcony and took a deep breath of the cool, oxygen rich mountain air, filled with the gentle scent of pine. The whole place was quiet and peaceful. I could get used to this, I thought. I unpacked the bags and put everything away in the dresser and the closet in the room, and headed back down stairs.
John was in the kitchen making a pitcher of iced tea. I could also smell a pot of coffee brewing.
“We’ve got bagels, pastries and other odds and ends that should get you through until lunch. Anything in particular you like?”
“This is good,” I replied. “What exactly is it you want me to be doing here?”
John smiled. He seemed to like getting right down to business.
“We need to know more of what’s in the robot’s head. The timing of the meteor storm is critical. That’s your top priority.”
“Is it still in the trunk of the car?”
“I put it in the communications room — seemed kind of appropriate to me.”
I chuckled. “Yeah, just don’t connect it to anything you don’t want it to know about. It’s got a mind of its own and it learns fast.”
“Technology can be our friend or our enemy.” John said. “It all comes down to our attitude toward it and other people. Bureaucrats and the military see technology as a device to gain power and control over other people. I see it as a tool to help people become better at being of service to others.”
“Interesting perspective,” I said.
“It’s more than a perspective,” John replied. “It’s a philosophy of life. It’s a force versus power kind of thing.”
“How so?”
“George Washington said government isn’t reason, it isn’t eloquence; it is force. I have come to understand that true power resides in reason, in eloquence, in compassion and in honest service to others. Power unites people in a common goal, a common cause, and unified action, empowering everyone in the process. Force divides people and seeks to conquer others, empowering one at the expense of another. In life, we must recognize the difference between power and force and decide which one we will follow.”
In my younger years, as I railed against the system, striking at the targets I perceived as oppressive and wrong, it never occurred to me that older, more mature people, might be fighting the same war, just in different ways. Maybe John was right. Maybe I am one of his people. Maybe I’m in the right place, after all.
“Come on; let me show you the communications room.”
He led me down the stairs off the kitchen and into the basement. At the bottom of the stairs, John pushed the door open. I could see the door was padded with sound deadening material on the basement side. The room was as large as the ground floor of the house and lined with screens and displays. A man sat at one of several desks central to the room, and turned toward us as we entered.
“Carl, this is Alex. He’s our Communications Officer.”
We shook hands.
“We have a satellite dish complex just to the other side of the trees off your room,” John said. “All controlled from the central console here. We can track different communications satellites and receive signals from anywhere in the world.”
“John,” Alex said, “something is coming in you need to see.” He turned back to his console and typed at the keyboard. The large display in the center of the long wall switched over to a breaking news story. I was horrified to see my picture on the screen.
“Federal authorities are looking for this man, Carl Palminteri, who appeared on the Cy Cobb Show yesterday morning. He is wanted for questioning in connection with a known terrorist organization and is possibly involved in a terrorist plot against the U.S. Government. If you see him, do not approach him yourself. He is considered extremely dangerous. If you see this man, call the FBI, the U.S. Marshal’s Office, or inform any law enforcement officer immediately.”
I started to wobble and tip to the right side. I reached out my right hand and rested against an equipment cabinet for support. “John… I…”
“Hey, it’s all right,” John said. “I know who you are. You’re not a terrorist. Come on, sit down.”
I stumbled forward into a chair Alex was holding for me. The room was starting to spin.
“Head down between your legs,” Alex said firmly. “Breathe.” He gently pushed me forward and down. I was staring at the floor and it seemed to be spinning, too. “That’s right,” he said. “Easy does it. Breathe.”
In a few minutes the spinning slowed and stopped. I gradually sat up.
“We need to get some food in you, too,” John said. He and Alex helped me up the stairs and into a chair at the kitchen table. “I got it,” John said. Alex went back down into the communications room and closed the door.
John threw a steak on the grill and cooked two eggs and hash browns. I felt a lot better after the food and coffee.
“How much biometric data do they have on you?” John asked.
“Pretty much everything.”
“Did they have fingerprint cards or were they scanned?”
“Both.”
“Retinal scan?”
“Yep.”
“DNA?”
“Yeah, the whole nine yards. I told you what I did. They don’t let you anywhere near that level of access without knowing everything about you.”
“How would you feel about us reinventing you?” he asked.
“I’m okay with it, wouldn’t be the first time.”
“But this time it’s going to be quite a bit more serious. Everybody’s looking for your face. We need to change that.”
“Isn’t that expensive?”
“That’s relative to the benefits,” he replied.
“It’s gotta beat going back to prison,” I said.
He pulled out his cell phone and punched in a number. “Dr. Hamuz. I’ve got a special project if you’re interested. Yes, the expedited fee schedule is fine. Thank you, I’ll see you tonight.”



CHAPTER 6

My surgery took place in the middle of the night at a private clinic in Aurora, Colorado. I awoke feeling like road-kill. The nurse took my blood pressure, temperature and oxygen saturation measurements, recording them on her chart.
“How do you feel?” she asked.
“Like I’ve been beat up, you?”
She smiled. “I’ve got pain medication for you. Everything went well. You will experience some swelling and soreness that will resolve over the next week to ten days. Get plenty of rest. Be very careful with your hands for the next forty eight hours. The micro-surgery is delicate and needs to be undisturbed for two days. After that you can take the bandages off. No heavy lifting or strenuous activity for a week. Any questions?”
I looked at my hands. They were bandaged up to my wrists. “How do I work with my hands like this?”
“You don’t,” she said. “You will need some help eating today and tomorrow. Soft foods only.”
I sighed. “Any more good news?”
“Yes. Your driver is waiting outside. It’s time for you to leave so I can clean up before the clinic opens for the day.”
“I guess a thank you is in order, so thank you for your care.” I got up, still feeling a little queasy and unstable.
“You’re welcome,” she said. “Here, let me help you.”
She helped me walk out the back door of the clinic. John’s limo was there with the driver holding the car door open. Once I settled into the back seat, the nurse handed me a white paper bag with the medication in it.
“Directions are inside. John will let us know if there are any complications.” She closed the car door and went back into the clinic.
“I’ve got another guest to pick up on the way back. I hope you don’t mind,” the driver said.
“Whatever.”
He drove to the private airport that John used for his jet. He pulled inside John’s hangar and parked with the front of the limo facing the open hangar door. Within two minutes I recognized John’s Learjet 45 landing. It taxied over and swung into the hangar. Once it stopped the door to the plane opened and a young lady emerged carrying a suitcase. She was slim, and a little on the tall side with short blonde hair, nicely styled. She wore a medium blue skirt, white silk blouse, a wide black leather belt with shoes to match. I liked what I saw. A lot.
The driver got out, put her suitcase in the trunk and opened the door for her. I smiled as she started to get into the limo. “Hi,” I said, “I’m…”
She pulled back with a shocked look on her face. That’s when I realized I needed to look at my new face in a mirror.
“Oh… I… uhh…” she said as she stepped back from the limo, still staring at me. I stared back. She had the most unusual eyes I had ever seen. The right eye was a brilliant blue and the left eye was a sultry brown. It was strikingly beautiful.
The driver intervened. “Tia, this is Carl. He just had facial reconstructive surgery last night. He’s John’s special guest.”
She stared at me a moment longer. I tried to smile and held my hand out. She looked down at the bandages.
“Uhh… probably not a good idea,” she said. “Maybe later, okay?”
I felt incredibly stupid and awkward. I pulled back close to the door, trying to give her as much space inside the limo as I could. She cautiously got in and the driver closed the door. She glanced over at me, apprehension clearly displayed on her face. Something about me frightened her. I just couldn’t imagine what it might be. It was a long two and a half hour ride back up into the mountains to John’s cabin. Each of us sat close to the door on our own side of the limo looking out the window. The silence was so thick I didn’t think a jackhammer could penetrate it.
* * *
“Oh good. You’re both here,” John said as we walked in the door. “So did you have a chance to get acquainted on the drive up here?”
I didn’t look at her and she didn’t look at me. John glanced back and forth between us.
“I see,” he said. “Well, you better get over it. You two are going to be working closely together. You have more in common than you think. Carl, the young lady is Tia Harkensen. She is our computer specialist.”
I snapped my head over and looked at her. She glanced back at me.
“Does she… Did you…” I stammered.
“I haven’t said anything about you to her or anyone else,” John said. “I thought I’d leave that up to the two of you.”
I relaxed a bit. She stared back at me, apparently wondering what she was missing.
“Tia, you have your usual room. Once you get settled in, why don’t you join us down in the communications room?” John said.
Without saying a word, she headed up the stairs.
I went up to my room and looked in the mirror. No wonder she reacted like that. I was missing part of my eyebrows, with surgical sutures at the lower edge. My forehead was swollen from what I presumed were implants of some kind. I could tell where they were from the dark purple marks. My cheek bones had also obviously been altered. They, too, were dark purple. I had bruising along the bottom of my jaw bone on both sides and on my chin. The rest of my face appeared stark white against the colorful display looking back at me in the mirror. I ran my tongue around the inside of my cheeks and lower mouth. More sutures. To avoid a telltale scar, the surgeon had gone in through the inside of my mouth. Clever, but it certainly increased the difficulty level for eating. As I studied my new face the thought ran through my mind: Frankenstein’s monster probably got a better deal. She must have thought I just came out of a Mixed Martial Arts fight. No wonder she looked so apprehensive. She must think I’m some mindless goon. Any real assessment of my new face would have to wait until everything healed.
* * *
John and I were looking down at the robot’s head, discussing where we should set everything up when Tia pushed the padded door open. She had changed clothes. She was wearing blue jeans, a blue plaid shirt and running shoes. John motioned her over.
“Tia, you’ve got two projects here. The first is a new identity for Carl, and the second is this,” John said, as he pointed down into the wooden box.
Tia’s face lit up as she saw the robot’s head. “Where on Earth did you find this?” she asked.
John looked at me and smiled.
“Actually,” I said, “NASA found it on the Moon.”
“Oh my God,” she exclaimed, “are you kidding me? How did we end up with it?” She looked at John, who looked at me. She turned to face me, her head cocked slightly to the side. As she stared at me her shoulders dropped slightly.
“You worked for NASA,” she said.
“Yep. JPL in Pasadena actually, but I was an employee of NASA.”
She looked closer at my face.
“Reconstructive surgery, NASA.” She looked down at the robot’s head in the box and then back at me. “Oh my God. The Cy Cobb Show. The terrorist alert. It’s you.”
“Now you know why we need a new identity for Carl,” John replied.
“The meteor storm,” she said. “That’s why you’re here with John.”
I smiled and looked into her beautiful eyes.
“When is it coming?” she asked.
“We don’t know exactly,” I replied. “That’s why we need your help with the robot’s head.” I held up my bandaged hands.
The look of understanding flooded across her face. “Okay, I get it,” she said. “Look, about earlier, I…”
“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “I finally got a look at my face in the mirror. I totally understand. So, are you up for this?”
“Oh yeah,” she replied. “Big time. John, this is huge.”
“That’s why I called you,” John said. “I need the very best people on this project, and you’re it.”
“Thank you,” she replied. “As much as I want to dig into the robot’s head first, I think we need to get on Carl’s new identity more.”
“My thoughts precisely,” John responded as he walked away.
I sat with Tia at a computer in the communications room.
“What cities are you familiar with, you know, like street layout, parks, places?” she asked.
“Well, I grew up in San Diego, but we spent several summers in Milwaukee with my mom’s sister.”
“Milwaukee, huh,” she said. “That might work.” She studied my face. I could see the first hint of a smile forming around her beautiful lips. “I think once the swelling goes down you just might pass for Germanic descent. We can keep the first name, just change the spelling, like with a ‘K’ instead of a ‘C’.” She thought some more while staring at me. “Something regal, I think, that would suit you. What do you think of Koenig? Karl Koenig.”
I was having trouble focusing on what she was saying. I was so taken by her presence and her personality my mind kept wandering. “Koenig is German for King, isn’t it?” I asked.
“Slightly different spelling, but, yes, and I like the alliteration,” she replied. She smiled at me. It felt like there was static electricity in the air. She actually liked me.
“I do, too,” I replied. “Let’s go with it.”
She typed the new name into the program she used for new identities.
“When is your birthday?” Her smile was definitely getting bigger.
“August eighteenth.” I smiled back at her.
“Leo,” she said looking me over again. “Okay, most people can’t tell the difference between a Leo and a Taurus, so how about something in early May?”
“May third?” I leaned a little closer to her. “So you’re into horoscopes and sun signs?”
“And a number of alternative thinking type subjects. How about you?”
“Always been thinking outside the box,” I replied. “Never quite got mainstream.” We just sat there looking into each other’s eyes for several minutes. “So, May third?”
“Okay,” she replied looking slightly embarrassed by the long break. “We can keep the same year. How about height?” She looked me over from head to foot. She seemed to like what she saw.
“Just under five eight.”
She smiled some more and took a quick breath. “And weight?”
“One fifty five.” I replied, nudging slightly closer to her.
“Okay, light brown hair, sparkling blue eyes, Caucasian. Corrective lenses?”
“No. I can see just fine.”
“The photo and finger prints will have to wait for you to heal up, but I can get started with this. I’ll give you a printout of the background for you to memorize, once I get it all done. It’ll take about a week to create and embed all of the background data, and then we can add the photo and fingerprints.”
“So I’m going to get a new driver’s license?” I couldn’t help but smile at her.
“And Passport, Social Security Number, birth certificate, credit cards, bank accounts, magazine subscriptions, utility bills, past employment history, everything.”
“And the authorities won’t be able to tell them from the real thing?” I asked.
“The way we do it, they will be the real thing. When you have skills, you let the system make the documents for you.”
“By skills, you mean hacking into computer systems?” I asked.
She pulled back from me. I had asked something too personal, but I had to know. There was so much she didn’t know about me and I had to get some kind of a feel for how she felt or might react to what she might learn about me. “There’s more to it than that, but yes, skills include hacking.”
“You got started early?” I asked, pushing the issue a bit more.
She stopped and looked at me. I could see the debate going on inside her mind, wondering just how much she should reveal to me. She had to wonder why I was asking, and whether she could really trust me.
“Grade school,” she said, as she looked back at the computer screen. “With the two-color eye thing, I didn’t have a lot of friends. That all changed in junior-high. I had one close friend who worked in the school office and supplied me with the school’s computer password for the week. I became the go-to person for all the popular kids in school, you know, for fixing grades.”
I laughed out loud. She stopped and stared at me again. This time she looked angry.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I totally understand. Really, I do.”
She changed the subject and went back to work on my new identity. I could see I had pushed her a little too much. She wiped a wisp of her blonde hair back over her left ear and continued typing. John said we had more in common than we thought, and he was right. We were both people with skills.



CHAPTER 7

After two weeks my face had healed, but my eyebrows were still a little spotty. Tia had used her eyebrow pencil to fill them in. She photographed me, scanned my fingerprints, and embedded the information in the various files she had created for my new identity. Within another two weeks official identity documents were arriving. That progress was counterbalanced with a lack of identifying the timing of the meteor storm. Day after day and long into the night hours, we asked questions of the robot’s head. We learned the ancient civilization had flourished for more than 10,000 years and was known as the Rama Empire.
While massive glaciers had covered most of northern Europe, North America and what is now Russia, the ocean level was remarkably lower than it is now. A fertile and prosperous valley thrived with 400 million people and thousands of cities where India, the Middle East and the Mediterranean Sea is now. With the end of the last ice age came rising sea levels and eventually the Mediterranean valley was flooded with sea water.
The only thing we learned about the meteor storm from the robot’s head was that it had happened in late summer. That meant it would be either this summer, in about three months’ time, or next year, some fifteen months away.
“I’ve invited an old friend to join us,” John explained. “I’ve kept him apprised of what we have found out about the ancient civilization in India and the Mediterranean valley. He says that our information about India is consistent with the stories in the Vedas, but the Mediterranean valley was a complete shock to him.”
“Does he know about the robot’s head?” I asked.
“No,” John said, “and I’d like to keep it that way, at least for now.”
“So does he know about the meteor storm and when it will happen?”
“No, he doesn’t,” John replied. “But he may be able to get us to where that information still exists.”
Tia and I looked at each other and back to John. “Are you telling me that there are records of the last meteor storm somewhere?”
“Maybe,” John said. “He may be our last hope of finding out when the meteor storm will happen. He’s due here any minute and he doesn’t know about the communications room, either, so we need to go upstairs and meet him there.”
Tia and I followed John up into the main room. About that time John’s limo pulled up in front. A somewhat portly man with short white hair, a stubbly white beard and thick rimmed glasses climbed out of the back seat of the limo. He wore an old fashioned three piece pin-striped suit that looked at least twenty years old with as many miles on it. He also carried a beat-up tattered brief case bleached light tan by exposure to the sun and other elements. He had a reddish complexion, blue eyes and the bulbous nose of someone who was fast friends with alcohol.
“Trent, would you like to get settled into your room first?” John asked.
“Oh there’s plenty of time for that later,” Trent said, “I’d rather get to know these fine young people better.”
John directed us to the set of chairs near the front windows.
“Carl, Tia, this is Professor Trent Colburn, specialist in ancient Eastern Literature, Sanskrit and several other ancient languages. Professor, this is Karl Koenig and Tia Harkensen. They have been recovering the information I shared with you.”
“What a pleasure meeting you,” the professor said in a noticeable British accent as we shook hands. “John has informed me that your project is all hush-hush, so I shan’t press the matter. But I am fascinated by what you have found.”
“We’re fascinated by the information, too,” I replied.
“What fascinates me are the terms and language you are using to describe the ancient technology involved here,” Trent said as he sat down. “In the Vedas, the terms used for the ancient technology are characteristic of people who witnessed the machines and flying craft, but lacked the technical expertise to know exactly how it all worked. Your descriptions, in contrast to the Vedas, are very explicit and show an in-depth understanding of the science behind the technology.”
“Well,” I replied, “I have some understanding of Electrical Engineering and Physics. That may account for the language.”
“Oh no, my dear boy,” Trent said, “I’ve discussed this technology with PhD’s in Physics and Quantum Mechanics and they show nowhere near the technical grasp of the subject you two have shown. Whatever it is that you are reading or translating demonstrates an insider’s knowledge and familiarity with these advanced devices.”
I glanced over at John. He shook his head slightly.
“I wish I could be more explicit in our source of information,” I said. “But the risk to us is just too great at this time.”
“Of course, of course,” Trent replied. “I suppose it is incumbent upon me to make the first step toward resolving the issue. I must therefore rely on your discretion in keeping what you hear completely confidential.”
I glanced back at John. He smiled and gave a nod. I looked over at Tia. She agreed, as well.
“I promise we will protect your information at all costs,” I said.
“Excellent,” Trent replied. “I have a very dear friend, a Lama in Tibet, who is the guardian of the old knowledge. Many years ago, when I was studying under him, he took me to a secret cave, high up in the Himalayas. Inside were hundreds of ancient machines, some for producing electrical power, and some that flew in and out of the atmosphere. I believe he would agree to take us back to that cave if you are willing to go there.”
My heart was pounding in my throat and I felt suddenly short of breath. I looked over at John. He simply smiled at me. John’s words from our first conversation came back into my mind: ‘We have resources you need and you have knowledge we need. Together we can make a difference.’ My mind was racing. “Would there be records of what happened during the last meteor storm?” I asked.
“It is my understanding that there will be contiguous records for the last hundred thousand years in the cave,” Trent replied, “perhaps longer.”
“If that’s the case, we could determine the date of the meteor storm,” I said. “That single piece of information would determine everything else for us. This is critical.”
The look of satisfaction on John’s face told me everything I needed to know.
I thought, here was the opportunity of a lifetime. “When would we go?” I asked.
“You have to understand,” Trent replied. “This isn’t going to be easy. You’re looking at a two week journey on foot up into the 18,000 foot level of the Himalayan Mountains. There are no roads. It’s rugged and totally primitive. This is the only time of year we can make it up there.”
“It’s worth it,” I said. “Count me in.”
I looked over at Tia. “Me?” she said, “I hate camping. This is way over the top for me. I’ll stay here.”
“I’ll have one of my security people go with you,” John said. “You’re too important to me to let you go alone.”
“We can leave in the morning then,” Trent said as he stood up. “I’ll take a look at my room now if you don’t mind.”
“This way,” John said.
* * *
John supplied a full set of clothing and boots for the journey, all in my size and already packed. I showered, shaved and gathered my travel documents after I awoke at a quarter to five in the morning. Breakfast was served at six and by seven we were on our way to the airport. We landed to refuel in Reykjavik, Iceland and then in Athens, Greece. We finally landed in New Delhi, India. John had a business there so the customs people were used to seeing his Learjet 45 and employees coming and going. They didn’t even ask if we were there for business or pleasure. They just processed our passports and passed us through.
The security person was one of the men who accompanied me to the Clark Street Storage Facility. His name was Ed and all he would tell me was he was a former Navy SEAL. We were driven to a nice hotel where we crashed for the rest of the day and into the night. Ed woke me while it was still dark outside, and we left just as it was starting to get light. Trent seemed to have a lot more energy than I would have guessed.
We drove the entire day and ultimately arrived at the village of Chitkul around dusk. That’s where the road ended. Trent had arranged for us to stay in one of the small private homes. I wasn’t sure about the local currency being used, but I suspected our stay was expensive.
I awoke as it was starting to get light outside. I dressed and ventured out to get a better look at the surrounding area. It was cold and windy, but the local people were already moving around setting up their stands for the tourists that would enrich their community. Chitkul was centered in the Baspa River valley at an elevation of 10,660 feet above sea level. Towering above the small village were the snow covered Himalayan Mountains. I heard the dull ringing of small copper bells and looked over to see where they came from. A herd of shaggy white goats with spiraled horns crossed the main path through the village. I took a deep breath. The air was thin, but still laced with the scent of wild flowers mixed with the organic odor of goat droppings. In the background pulsed the churning sound of the Baspa River as it cascaded down the valley in a series of white rapids.
Trent emerged from the house, looked around and drew in a deep breath.
“God, I love this place,” he said. He looked over at me and smiled. “I’m glad you’re up. We have several arrangements to make before we can leave.”
“Look,” I said, “I have some personal requirements that I need to discuss with you.”
Trent stopped and looked at me. “Personal tent, no shared accommodations, privacy?”
“Yeah,” I replied. “How did you know?”
“John,” Trent replied. “He didn’t say why. I didn’t ask. What else do you need?”
“That’s about it, actually,” I said, “It’s personal and important to me.”
“As I said, I didn’t ask,” Trent replied. He waved me along as he headed toward a relatively large wooden building. The walls were made from three foot wide by eight foot high panels placed between vertical support poles. The panels were ornately carved with differing designs worked into smaller panels within the main panel section. The roof was a metallic gray except for the entrance, which was graced with a wooden roof and moss covered planks, carved corner ridges and overhangs.
We entered the wooden building, which appeared to be a shrine of some kind and removed our shoes. Trent walked swiftly to the center before a large wooden Buddha statue and bowed. He went straight to the side where a Buddhist priest sat. Trent bowed again and spoke briefly to the priest, offering him a small packet of local currency. The priest bowed in return and Trent bowed again and made his exit.
“Blessing for the journey,” Trent explained, “necessary for the cooperation of the locals.”
Next stop was a barracks type building with another tin roof. Above the door was a sign, ITBP.
“This is the Indo-Tibet Border Patrol, a para-military organization that controls the area from here to the Tibetan border, which is about fifty five miles up into the mountains,” Trent said. “We need a permit to travel beyond this point.”
“Will we get anywhere near Tibet?” I asked.
“Oh, my dear boy,” Trent replied, “we will travel well within Tibet.”
We entered the ITBP office and Trent bowed before the officer at the desk. They spoke briefly and the officer leafed through a thin stack of papers. When he finished he shook his head. Trent continued talking to him using animated hand gestures and arm movements. The officer got up and walked over to a door in the back wall and knocked. He opened the door and spoke with someone inside the room and then waved his arm, indicating we should enter. Trent bowed again to the officer and we entered the inner office.
An officer with applets on the shoulders of his uniform and a gold braid running from the right shoulder down under the arm sat at a large desk. Trent bowed again in front of the officer and stated his case. The officer questioned Trent about several things and then held his hand out. Trent pulled a wad of currency out of his pocket and handed it to the officer, who in turn pulled a paper form from his desk drawer, filled in some blanks, signed and stamped the form and handed it to Trent. Trent bowed again and we left.
“Permits have to be applied for three months in advance,” Trent explained. “There is, however, an expediting fee that can be paid for immediate service.”
“I see,” I said. “So even out here in the middle of nowhere money still works.”
“Human nature, my boy, human nature,” Trent replied. “Next in line are the Sherpas.”
Trent spent the next several hours interviewing Sherpas, locals who carried the equipment and supplies for people traveling up into the mountains. For each one Trent selected, a sum of local currency was paid.
“Is it customary to pay them before they do the work?” I asked.
“Oh, heavens no,” Trent replied. “This money goes to the family in the event we never return. The men get their pay when we get back.”
“Swell,” I said. It hadn’t occurred to me that we might actually die on this journey. I was growing close to Tia through our work together and didn’t want that to end. For the first time in longer than I could remember, I had something to lose. Something that not only made me want to live, but made my life worthwhile. What was I doing risking that?



CHAPTER 8

The following morning I awoke at first light and joined Trent and Ed for breakfast, which consisted of eggs, tea and a hot gruel mixed with goat milk. It wasn’t bad. After we ate we packed our backpacks and said our good byes to our gracious host.
I pulled my iPhone out of my back pack and started my GPS log. We were at 17 degrees, 53 minutes and 30 seconds North Latitude, 78 degrees, 5 minutes and 28 seconds East Longitude. I turned the iPhone off and stowed it in the back pack. There was no place to recharge the battery out here, so I had to be very sparing with its use. It had to last the whole journey.
The six Sherpas Trent hired had all of the equipment and supplies lined up outside the guest house. They picked everything up and headed over the bridge on the north side of the village. The lush green grass of the valley soon gave way to rocks and moss as we gradually started our climb up into the Himalayas. All I had was the twenty pound back pack, but even that seemed like a huge load to carry. The air was thin at this altitude and I was quickly short of breath.
“Breathe deeply, my boy,” Trent said. “You’ll gradually adjust to the thinner air over the next few days.”
“Sure,” I replied, still feeling dizzy and weak.
The Sherpas were carrying three to four times the weight I had and were showing no signs of being tired at all. I was beginning to wonder what I had gotten myself into. This journey sounded like a wonderful thing back at John’s cabin. Now I wasn’t so sure. My thoughts drifted back to Tia and the robot’s head and I wondered how things were going there. As I looked around at the valley and the mountains, my imagination began filling in what we had learned from the robot’s head. 65,000 years ago there had been highways and cities where now only wilderness remained. As rugged as the terrain was, trade routes and roads had brought spices and books from the Rama capital city, somewhere in this area, down to the Mediterranean valley and beyond. Exotic fruits and tapestries were carried in the other direction to grace the palace of Rama in its splendor and power. Yet after the meteor storm and the intervening thousands of years, no sign of any of the Rama Empire remained. The only possible remnant resided in a secret cave high up in the Himalayan mountains, holding the only hope we had of finalizing the date for the meteor storm and saving at least some of humanity from the cataclysm bearing down on us from outer space.
We stopped around noon and broke for lunch. We dined on flat bread with some butter and an unidentified meat jerky and cold tea. It wasn’t much, but it tasted wonderful. The dizziness and weakness I was experiencing let up as we ate, but as soon as we started walking it all returned again.
We stopped late in the day and the Sherpas erected the tents and started a fire to cook dinner. Trent, Ed and I sat in front of the fire warming ourselves.
Trent leaned over to me and bumped my shoulder. “You did good today,” he said. “Tomorrow will be better, you’ll see.”
“I can hardly wait,” I replied.
Trent chuckled and Ed smiled. Ed seemed to be taking all of this in stride and hadn’t said a word all day. Ed was about 6’ 2” and around 240 pounds, all muscle. He kept his light brown hair short in a military crew cut, which accented his blue eyes and square jaw line.
“Ed, you ever been to Tibet before?” I asked.
“Nope,” he replied. “I’ve been up this high in Columbia and Bolivia before, but that was a lot warmer than it is here.”
“In the service or working for John?” I asked.
Ed just smiled and stared back at me.
“There are some things you are better off not knowing,” Trent said as he glanced over at Ed. Ed glanced over at Trent and then back to me.
“I get it,” I replied, and that was that.
Dinner was spiced lentils mixed with some of the mystery meat jerky over rice and some hot tea. The Sherpas sang for a while and played a string instrument similar to a mandolin. Trent stared up into the night sky watching the stars drift slowly by. There was no moon, so the sky was an absolute black with billions of sparkling stars.
“Is that the Milky Way I’ve heard about?” I asked. “I’ve always lived in the city. I’ve never seen the stars like this.”
“Indeed,” Trent replied. “Our own galaxy, edge-on view. Over there,” he pointed, “you see that group of stars in the shape of a tea pot?”
“Yeah.”
“The constellation Sagittarius,” he said. “Beyond that is the galactic center, a huge, pulsating Black Hole surrounded by billions of stars. Everything rotates around the Black Hole, counter clock-wise viewed from the north rotational pole. The combination of the pulsing and the rotation form the spiral arms of our galaxy.”
“And where are we in all of this?” I asked.
“We, my dear boy, are but a tiny outpost near the outer edge of the galaxy,” Trent said. “I often wonder how many space-faring civilizations are out there.”
People from Earth used to be one of them, I thought. “You think other worlds have people or other strange creatures on them?”
Trent looked over at me. “Of that I am certain,” he replied. “Our ancient history is filled with descriptions of aliens and other-worldly visitations. Of course most scholars depict these things as myth or imagined angels or demons, but they are real nonetheless.”
I noticed Ed was watching us closely. “And what do you think of the planet Mars?” I asked.
Trent looked at me with a curious expression on his face. “I’ve seen a lot of very strange data about certain structures there,” he replied. “Am I missing something?”
“There’s a lot more there than we’ve been told,” I said. “I happen to know for a fact that there is life on Mars.”
“You mean actual bacteria, live bacteria?” Trent said.
“You need to think bigger than bacteria,” I said. “A lot bigger.”
Trent sat there with his mouth hanging open. Ed’s eyes widened significantly.
The quiet of the night was shattered by an ungodly screeching howl, followed by a similar sound from the other side of the valley. It sounded like a mixture of something human and animal combined. The hair on the back of my neck stood straight out. The lead Sherpa hurried over to Trent, said something in his native language, and left immediately.
“There are Yeti in the area,” Trent said. “We need to build the campfire up and double the guards around the camp. I’m afraid this conversation is going to have to wait for another day.” Trent and Ed got up.
“Those things are real?” I asked. “What can I do?”
“Try to get some sleep,” Trent said. “It’s going to be a long night.”
The screeching howls continued through the night, moving from place to place. Sleep didn’t come for many hours, but I finally fell into a state of unconsciousness.
* * *
The Sherpas had breakfast ready as I crawled out of my tent the next morning: more of the same gruel and jerky with some strong hot tea. It was actually a good start to the long day that lay before us. After I ate, I crawled back into my tent and recorded our position in my GPS log.
The Sherpas broke camp and we headed off again. Today I still felt weak but the dizziness was starting to fade. By the following day the dizziness was gone and the weakness was also starting to fade. I was adapting to the high altitude.
That afternoon white clouds started moving rapidly across the sky. Within an hour the clouds turned a dark gray. The Sherpas stopped and led us into a shallow canyon in the side of the mountain to our right. They pitched our tents but didn’t start a fire.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
Trent spoke with the Sherpas and came over to me and Ed.
“There is a storm moving in,” he said. “We have to hunker down here until it passes.”
“How long will that be?” Ed asked.
“Hard to tell,” Trent replied. “Tomorrow, maybe the day after.”
He handed each of us a cloth wrapped around some bread and jerky.
“This is going to be it until the storm is over,” he said. “Make it last.” The wind started picking up. “Into the tents, gents,” Trent yelled.
Just then the wind hit us full force. I found it difficult to stand up. We crawled into our tents and wrapped up in everything we had. The rain started pelting our tents and the temperature dropped precipitously. The rain froze and turned to snow. It was still around two in the afternoon, but it was as dark as night. The wind howled constantly and the tent shook harder than I did. I was cold and shivering. Eventually I was so exhausted that I fell asleep.
When I woke up the wind was still howling. My feet felt numb. I quickly took my boots off and rubbed my feet, trying to warm them. I held them in my hands and wrapped my blanket around them. Gradually the feeling came back into my feet. I put my boots back on and wrapped them in the blanket again. I ate some of the bread and jerky and washed it down with some water from my canteen. I sat there for what seemed like hours, trying to stay warm. I fell asleep again.
I woke up suddenly. I could still hear the wind blowing, but the tent wasn’t shaking any more. I thought the storm was finally breaking, so I tried to open the front of the tent to see what was going on. That’s when I discovered the tent was buried in the snow. It didn’t seem so cold now. The snow was insulating the tent from the bitter cold wind. I ate some more of the bread and jerky and drank a little more water. The sides of the tent were pressing in somewhat, reducing the interior space. I sat there listening to the wind for the next several hours and again fell asleep.
I woke up groggy and disoriented with a headache. I figured it must be a lack of oxygen. I pushed on the side of the tent. The snow fell back and the top of the tent started to shake again. I ate the rest of the bread and jerky and finished the water in my canteen. My head was still pounding as I fell back asleep.
I dreamed of Tia and the robot’s head again. In each dream I could see Tia smiling at me. I reached out to her and touched her cheek. Then a shadow appeared behind her. She seemed alarmed, looking around. In each dream she grabbed the robot’s head and ran to the left. This time the shadow became clearer. It was large and masculine, wearing a military type hat. I got a glimpse of two gold stars on the shoulder of the shadow. Now I became alarmed, as well. I knew who the shadow was and the danger it represented to all of us and to the robot’s head. I had to do something to protect us. I just wasn’t sure what I could do. The dream was so disturbing that it woke me up.
I heard voices but I couldn’t understand what they were saying. The tent shook and the voices got louder. I sat up and looked around. There was light coming in through the canvas of the tent. A smiling Sherpa opened the front flap of the tent and motioned me out. As I crawled out into the sunshine the rest of the Sherpas cheered. Ed was already out and standing in the snow, and they were digging Trent out of his tent. As he appeared, another round of cheers came from the Sherpas.
It took several more hours to dig all of the equipment out of the snow and get everything cleaned off. The Sherpas had built a fire about a hundred feet away where the wind had cleared the snow. We gradually warmed ourselves around the fire while the Sherpas cooked breakfast. It felt good to eat warm food again. In another hour, everything was packed and we headed up the valley.
* * *
Two days later we crossed into Tibet. An hour’s walk inside the border, we encountered a Chinese border patrol. Ten soldiers came rushing at us with rifles, bayonets fixed. The Sherpas quickly set their load down, dropped to their knees and looked at the ground.
“Remain calm,” Trent called out. “This is normal.”
A Chinese officer on horseback appeared from over the hill. Two of the soldiers kept their rifles pointed at us as the rest began patting us down and searching our clothing and back packs. They collected an old knife Ed was carrying, the currency Trent carried, and my iPhone, placing all of the items on the ground in front of the mounted officer. He swung his leg over the neck of the horse and dropped to the ground. He picked up Ed’s knife and examined it, then looked at Ed. He tossed the knife back down on the ground and looked at the small pile of currency. The soldiers had divided the currency into two piles, one for the Rupees from India and the other pile for the Yuan, the Chinese currency Trent had obtained from a bank before we reached Chitkul.
The officer picked up my iPhone and examined it. He then slipped it into his coat pocket. Trent looked over at me. He must have noticed the panicked expression on my face. Trent raised his arms into the air and slowly approached the officer, speaking what I assumed was Mandarin. Trent presented the permit to the officer who took it and studied the document. Trent then pointed over at me and continued talking to the officer, who pulled the iPhone out of his coat pocket. The officer started to laugh and pointed to me. Trent laughed as well. Trent pointed down at the pile of Chinese currency on the ground and then at the iPhone. The officer smiled and handed the iPhone to Trent. Trent picked up the Chinese currency and handed some of it to the officer. Trent bowed and backed away. The Chinese officer looked each of us over carefully and then spoke to his soldiers who relaxed and quietly left. Trent walked over to me.
“So what was that all about?” I asked.
“He was going to give your iPhone to his girlfriend back in Beijing. He said you were stupid for bringing it out here, as there are no cell phone towers and no internet service.”
“He knew what it was for?” I asked.
“Oh yes. I told him this was an older model and his girlfriend would much prefer a newer model. I offered to give him the money to buy a new one for her.”
“Thank you,” I replied.
Trent handed the iPhone back to me. “GPS?” he asked.
I looked around feeling embarrassed, and then looked back at Trent.
“You keeping a log?” he asked directly.
I grimaced at the betrayal this might represent to Trent.
“Probably for the best,” Trent said quietly as he looked around. “The guardian is getting old. This may be his last trip to the cave. To my knowledge he has no one to replace him.”
I felt relieved that Trent actually thought keeping a record of how to get to the cave might be a good idea. The Sherpas had picked everything up and were heading out. As we joined them Trent said softly, “Speak to no one of this, and don’t let them see it again.”
* * *
The following afternoon we reached the monastery. The walls were constructed from smooth gray stones surrounded by prayer wheels and brightly colored streamers undulating in the wind. As we approached the entrance, the massive wooden doors opened and we were greeted by several Buddhist monks in saffron robes. Trent bowed and spoke to them briefly. They bowed in return and welcomed us inside.
An old, frail looking Buddhist priest wearing wire rimmed glasses emerged from the back of the monastery and approached us. He studied Trent for a moment and then smiled and embraced him. They spoke for a while. Trent pointed to me and Ed as the old priest looked us over. Trent introduced us, and identified the old priest as the guardian. He motioned for us to enter the building behind him. As we entered, the large room seemed dark, but our eyes quickly adjusted to the lower light level. Flickering lamps were placed strategically around the room. Along the outer walls stood wooden statues of Buddha in various poses, and at the far end was a massive carved wooden mandala.
Trent explained that the lamps were fueled with butter which was produced locally. Oil was very expensive and had to be carried across long distances. We were shown to a moderate sized room where we placed all of our equipment and back packs. We rested for a while and were invited to join the guardian for dinner.
The meal consisted of rice and lentils mixed with a spiced goat milk sauce. Tea was served after the meal. Trent then spoke to the guardian about our need to visit the cave. The guardian looked us over again and got up and left the room.
“He is going to pray over our request,” Trent said.
“So when will we know?” I asked.
Trent shrugged his shoulders. “We can stay here until he decides.”
“So all of this could be for nothing?” I asked.
“Patience, my boy! Have a little faith,” Trent replied.
After dinner the Sherpas, Trent and Ed went into the room where our packs were. I looked around. This was the only room. I paced around trying to think of what I could do. Trent came back out of the room. “Ed has agreed to stay awake and guard you during the night. I know it’s not ideal, but you will be safe.”
“Look, I…”
“No,” Trent said, “John’s orders. Ed is here to protect you with his life. Let him do his job, alright?”
My mind was spinning. I felt panicked. I rapidly glanced around the monastery but there was nowhere to go. I felt the walls closing in around me.
“We have to stay together,” Trent said. “There are wild animals outside; Snow Tigers and other beasts. I’ll stay up with you. We can talk.”
I reluctantly agreed. We went into the room and Ed had a place selected for me in a corner. Ed placed his hand on his knife. “I can protect you here,” Ed said. “No one will get anywhere near you. I promise.”
I settled down in the corner and leaned against my back pack. Trent and I talked well into the night before I gradually fell asleep.
* * *
I awoke early in the morning and quietly logged our GPS position on my iPhone, identifying it with the title Monastery, then stowed it in my back pack. The Sherpas were starting to stir and rise for the day. We all migrated into the main room and waited for the guardian to enter.
He appeared and spoke briefly with Trent and then invited us to join him for breakfast.
“He’s agreed to take us to the cave,” Trent whispered. “The Sherpas will have to stay at the base of the mountain while we go up to the cave. We leave right after breakfast.”
“How far is it from here?” I asked.
“About two and a half days walk, if I remember correctly,” he said. “It’s been twenty eight years since I’ve been.”
After breakfast we headed out from the monastery. The air was cold and crisp with a fresh feeling you get only at higher elevations in the mountains.
* * *
That evening we made camp near a small pool at the base of a waterfall. After dinner Trent came over to me.
“The guardian wishes to speak with you,” he said.
I followed him over to the guardian who sat on a rock next to the pool of water. Trent bowed and spoke with the guardian who looked at me as he listened to Trent. I sat down on the ground. The guardian spoke and Trent translated.
“He wants to know why you have come here to see the cave,” Trent said. “Speak honestly and openly with him. He is completely trustworthy.”
“I have come into possession of a piece of the old knowledge hardware,” I replied. Trent looked surprised as he translated. “I have learned of a meteor storm that happened 63,000 years ago and is about to happen again, either this summer or next. If I am to properly warn people and help them survive, I need to know exactly when the meteor storm will happen.” Trent looked alarmed.
“I should have known something like this was afoot when I heard from John,” Trent said.
The guardian spoke again and Trent translated. “He said the fire from the sky that destroyed the old civilization, is that what is coming again?”
“Yes,” I replied.
The guardian spoke again with a worried look on his face.
“He wants to know how you will use this information.”
I lowered my head momentarily and then looked up at him. “I believe the people who govern our society either already know the meteor storm is coming, or they will shortly know. In any event, I do not believe they will act to protect the common people from the destruction that is coming. They will act to protect only themselves. I must warn the common people and show them how to survive the meteor storm.”
“And if those who govern come against you?”
“True knowledge is power,” I replied. “Force is the only way they know, but that is not an answer. I must use my knowledge to help others, not to destroy them.”
“And if the people will not listen?”
“I can only offer them the truth. If they will not listen there is little else I can do,” I replied.
“We will speak again at the base of the mountain,” he said.
I got up, bowed, and left.
* * *
The following night we arrived at the base of the mountain with the cave somewhere above us. Trent again summoned me after dinner to speak with the guardian.
Trent translated. “He wants to know how long you will need to be in the cave.”
“About two and a half hours. Why, does it matter?” I asked.
“He says that if you are in there for more than ten minutes, the old spirits will awaken and you may be in danger.”
“I may need the old spirits to awaken to learn the information they have,” I replied.
“You understand you may not survive if they are angered by you?” he asked.
I looked over at Trent. “The cave has its own guardian,” Trent said. “An invincible warrior.”
“I don’t have a choice,” I replied. “I need the information.”
The guardian studied me for a while.
“I also have some requests regarding tomorrow,” I said, remembering the content of the dream and the identification of the shadow. “I must safeguard the location of the cave. There are satellites that can track every footstep we make. There will be a four hour window where there will be no satellite coverage. We need to reach the cave within that four hour timeframe. Once inside, we will have satellites overhead for the next two and a half hours, and then there will be another four hour window where we can come back down the mountain. If we can follow that schedule, we can keep the exact location of the cave secret from the NSA.”
“You think they are watching us?” Trent asked.
“They already know about John and the Survivalist Network. My guess is he’s on a watch list. Everything from the satellites is recorded. It’s only a matter of time before they track everyone associated with John.”
Trent looked very concerned as he translated for the guardian.
“He says he will pray about your request.”
My sense was that Trent’s concern was not lost on the guardian.
* * *
Trent and I returned to the campfire. Ed was waiting for us.
“So, you going to tell us more about life on Mars?” he asked.
“Indeed,” Trent added in. “I’m really curious now.”
“Okay,” I replied. “This conversation doesn’t go beyond the three of us, agreed?”
Ed and Trent agreed enthusiastically.
“I was working at JPL, the Jet Propulsion Lab in Pasadena, California. That’s where the Mars Rovers are controlled and where all of the digital information from the rovers is processed. The rovers have photographed evidence of a past civilization on Mars.”
“I’ve seen the photographs,” Trent said, “but I didn’t notice anything that would suggest an ancient civilization. Besides, Mars’ atmosphere is less than one percent of Earth’s and is mostly carbon dioxide. There’s basically no oxygen and no plants to generate it.”
I smiled. “So let me ask you a question. In the photographs, what color was the sky?”
“Red,” Trent replied.
“And why was the sky red?” I asked. This was a logic trap, and Trent was walking straight into it.
“Red dust in the air,” Trent replied.
“If the atmosphere on Mars is less than one percent of Earth’s, how can there be dust in air that doesn’t exist?” I asked. Both Trent and Ed stared at me, dumbfounded. “In order to get to less than one percent of the atmosphere on Earth you have to get up to around 100,000 feet above the ground. That’s also above the atmosphere.”
Ed sat back with his mouth open. “I have a friend, a test pilot, who’s been up that high.”
“And what did he see?” I asked.
“He said the sky was black, not blue. Something about the air scattering the light and filtering out the red wave lengths making the sky appear blue from the ground.”
“That’s correct,” I replied.
“So the atmosphere on Mars is denser than we’ve been told?” Trent asked.
“It’s more like Earth’s atmosphere at around 15,000 feet,” I replied. “The rovers have also photographed large dust devils moving across the Martian landscape.”
“Yes,” Ed said. “I’ve seen a program on the science channel where they showed a series of dust devils up to a thousand feet high.”
“Exactly,” I replied. “Swirling air has to have a certain density in order to suspend dust in the vortex. Below a certain density you can’t lift the dust off the ground.”
Ed’s shoulders slumped as he said, “Huh.”
“Why would they lie about the atmosphere on Mars?” Trent asked.
“They don’t want people to know there is life on Mars. It generates too many questions regarding our own beliefs about life, religion, academic theories and political power structures. Once telescopes were invented, scientists have been observing seasonal changes on Mars. We’ve been seeing the same change of seasons at the JPL for several years now.”
“But everything in the photos is brown and red,” Trent said. “There’s no green on anything.”
“That’s because Daryl Spinoza at the JPL shifts all of the color to the red side of the scale before any photos or videos are released.”
“Isn’t that time consuming?” Trent asked.
“Not at all,” I replied. “All of the images are digital, meaning each pixel is represented by three binary numbers, representing the intensity of red, cyan and yellow. The numbers are always in the same position, so Daryl wrote a program that simply adds a number to the red value, shifting everything into the red side of the color scale.”
“So the sky on Mars isn’t really red?” Trent asked.
“It’s blue, just like it is here.” I could almost feel their heads spinning. I know mine did when I first found out about Mars.
“And the brown rocks?”
“Most of them are covered with green moss and lichens that change with the seasons.”
“And the green moss uses sunlight to convert carbon dioxide into oxygen,” Trent replied.
“Mars has a breathable atmosphere,” Ed stated.
“Yes, it does,” I replied.
“Wait a minute,” Trent interjected. “For there to be moss, there has to be water.”
“There is. That information actually comes from the Mars Orbiter, not the rovers. I’ve seen photographs of water in melt pools, huge conifer trees along the edges of massive sand dunes and evidence of migrating animals of some kind.”
“Trees and animals?” Ed shouted.
“Hey,” I said. “Keep your voice down.”
“Why?” Ed said, “We’re the only ones who speak English within two hundred miles.”
“Good point,” I said.
“Trees?” Trent asked.
“Yep.” I replied, “From the size of them on the photograph, they are about twenty feet across at the base of their trunk and close to a thousand feet tall, very similar to the giant Sequoias in California.”
“Bloody hell,” Trent said, “and animals, too?”
“The Mars Orbiter tracked a large herd of animals traveling single file for over three days between water melt pools.”
“Bugger,” Trent replied. “Animals need to eat. What are they feeding on?”
“In the late 1800’s astronomers mapped a huge canal system on Mars that changed color with the seasons. It turns out those are massive moss and lichen fields that feed the animals,” I replied. “The moisture in the air condenses at night to form dew, and the dew waters the moss and lichens on the ground and on the rocks.”
“And the ancient civilization?” Trent asked.
“The rover photographed a large pyramid with a sphinx in front of it,” I said.
“Just like in Egypt?” Trent asked.
“Almost,” I said. “The head on the sphinx is different, but my understanding is that the head of the sphinx in Egypt was re-carved at some point. It used to be larger.”
“And that’s in a photograph?” Ed asked.
“Not anymore,” I replied, “Daryl Spinoza digitally modified the photo so you don’t recognize the sphinx, but yeah, it’s clearly there on the original.”
“Can’t an expert tell that the photo has been modified?” Trent asked.
“Ordinarily, yes,” I replied, “but Daryl is an absolute master at graphics. He modifies the photo pixel-by-pixel. When he’s done every expert on the planet will testify it is an untouched original.”
“Let me guess,” Trent said, “the face on Mars?”
“Really is a face,” I replied. “Carved out of a mountain, just like Mt. Rushmore, only larger.”
“Now I know why John asked me to guard you from harm.” Ed said.
“There’s probably more to it than that,” I replied. “Tomorrow we get to see what’s inside the cave. That’s when the rest of the story may be revealed. From what I have learned about the ancient civilization from 63,000 years ago, they had an outpost on Mars. The same people who built the pyramids and Sphinx in Egypt may have built similar structures on Mars.”



CHAPTER 9

After breakfast I returned to my tent and activated my iPhone. I had created an app that tracked the surveillance satellites anywhere around the planet. I checked my watch and made a mental note of the windows where there would be no satellite coverage. I tucked my iPhone into the inside pocket of my jacket and exited my tent.
“Did the guardian come to a conclusion regarding my requests?” I asked Trent.
“He has,” Trent replied. “He says if you screw this up we’re all going to die.”
“If I screw this up?” I asked.
“Not his exact words,” Trent replied, “but words to that effect.”
“Does he say we can make it to the cave in four hours or less?”
“He said he can. He doesn’t know about the rest of us.”
I laughed. “Just how old is he, anyway?”
“Best guess?” Trent said. “Ninety, ninety two?”
“And he’s going to beat us up the hill?”
“Hey,” Trent said, “don’t under estimate him. They live a very different sort of life in this part of the world.”
I checked my watch. “Okay,” I said, “we leave in twenty minutes.”
At the appointed time the guardian started off at a good walking pace. He used his walking pole as he went along. Keeping up was easy enough to do. Ed, Trent and I followed his lead.
Then we started up the side of the mountain. He didn’t slow down. He kept the same pace going uphill. I checked my watch. We had been walking for seven minutes and already I was getting short of breath.
“Is he going to keep this pace up for the whole four hours?” I asked Trent.
“Probably,” he replied.
“Me and my big mouth,” I said.
“I told you, don’t underestimate him.”
We scrambled along, doing our best to keep up with the guardian. I had to stop several times to catch my breath and drink some water. The guardian never varied from his pace the entire way up the mountain; neither did he stop for water.
Eventually he stopped on a narrow ledge, turned and waited for the rest of us to catch up with him. He smiled as we struggled up to where he was. I checked my watch. We had two minutes before the satellite would come into range of our position.
“Are we there?” I asked, horribly out of breath.
The guardian took a necklace off from under his robe. It had some sort of a round medallion hanging from the cord. He pressed the medallion into a recess in the rock and held it there. At first I could feel the rumble in my feet, and then I heard the sound of the rock parting. The entire wall of rock along the narrow ledge began moving slowly inside the mountain. The guardian smiled and waved his arm, inviting us inside the cave.
I could see just enough of the floor to be able to walk ten feet into the cave. As the four of us moved inside, the rock wall began to close. I looked at the door as it closed and glanced at the guardian. He simply stood there, smiling at me.
As soon as the rock door closed the pitch blackness surrounded us. I felt like I had been swallowed up in eternity and my feelings of panic rose again. Just then lights began to come on from the top of the cave. I realized “cave” wasn’t an apt description. The floor was smooth and polished stone. I couldn’t see the roof, but it had to be at least fifty feet above us, judging from the placement of the lights. The room we were in went back at least three hundred yards and had to be one hundred yards wide. The center section of the room was higher than the side sections and clear of support posts. Stone support columns were evenly placed throughout the side sections of the room approximately fifty feet apart.
The huge room was filled with strange machinery and pieces of equipment. I began examining one of the machines closest to me. It was saucer shaped, about thirty feet in diameter and ten feet tall. The surface was smooth as glass and metallic gray in color.
The guardian spoke. Trent translated, “He says it’s one of four different types of Vimana, or flying machines that are stored in here.”
“Does it still work?” I asked.
Trent spoke with the guardian and turned back to me. “Probably,” he said “He never tried to get inside of it before, so he really doesn’t know.”
I wandered around looking at the various machines and then stopped dead in my tracks. In front of me, a six foot tall robot stood in a small alcove. It was metallic gray with red and white markings on it. The head of the robot had a red and white striped band around the mouth on the upper and lower jaw, convex lenses for eyes and a small nose. The head was identical to the one back in John’s communications room, only this robot was complete and undamaged. The robot’s body was designed after the human frame: solid titanium where we have bones and laminated pivot points where we have joints. The robot’s hands were a duplicate of the human hand and appeared capable of doing anything a human could do.
After examining the robot closely, I moved on. The level of technology present was well beyond anything in our current civilization. My mind wandered back through history and our primitive lives, comparing what we know to what I saw here. The loss of this height of technology must have been devastating to the people. I wondered how people managed to cope and just tried to stay alive after the meteor storm.
About halfway down the left side of the room was a small section carved back into the rock. The walls were smooth and rounded, almost like a surround theater, but there didn’t seem to be any controls or interface devices.
Ed, Trent and the guardian followed me through the massive hall. We passed machine after machine, not knowing what they were used for or what they might do. It felt like my first visit to a museum, where everything was unfamiliar. At the far end the floor ended and a large cavern dropped off into complete darkness.
“Does the guardian know how far this goes down?” I asked.
Trent spoke with the guardian and then explained. “He says there are three more floors, similar to this one, all filled with machinery. What you are looking at is actually an elevator. The floor, now four stories below, moves up and down so equipment can be moved from one level to another.”
“So how do you get it to move?” I asked.
Trent translated. “He says the rounded alcove you passed is a control center for the entire complex. You need the medallion to activate the system.”
“Okay, then let’s go back to the control center,” I said.
We walked back to the rounded alcove. The guardian took the medallion and placed it into a small recess in the back section of the rounded wall. The walls lit up with images and strange symbols.
“So where’s the keyboard?” I asked. “How do we interface with the system?”
The guardian stepped forward and reached up to one of the displays. He put his finger in front of one of the gold colored symbols and moved it slightly to the right. Lights came on over the dark pit at the end of the hall. I could hear the sound of equipment operating. The sound stopped as the elevator floor appeared and stopped level with the floor in our section of the hall.
“How does he know which symbol does what?” I asked.
Trent conferred with the guardian. “The language is similar in some respects to Sanskrit, but much older. He says the previous guardian taught him the language, which he learned from the guardian before him.”
“Swell,” I said, “has he taught the next guardian the language?”
“He says there is no next guardian. He is the last one.”
“We can’t lose this knowledge,” I said. “How can we preserve what is here?”
Just then the hair on the back of my neck stood up and I became aware of something moving behind us. I turned and the others followed. In front of us stood the six foot tall robot from the alcove near the front of the hall. Ed pulled his knife and stepped in front of me, determined to protect me at all costs.
The robot quickly tracked his movements and looked at the knife. I slowly stepped in front of Ed and turned to face him.
“Ed, give me the knife,” I said. Ed looked me in the eye, but didn’t move. “Ed, you aren’t going to win against the robot. Remember the invincible warrior that guards the cave? This is it. You have to trust me. Now, give me the knife.”
Ed slowly handed the knife to me. I turned and slid the knife across the floor, handle first, toward the feet of the robot. After a short pause, the robot quickly reached down, picked up the knife and broke it into small pieces with its hands, and tossed the pieces off to the side. It stood there watching us, apparently deciding our fate.



CHAPTER 10

I stepped forward. “Look,” I said, “I am the one responsible for the intrusion into your domain. If anyone is to be punished it’s me. The others are not to blame.”
The robot quickly walked over and stood directly in front of me. My heart was racing and I was breathing heavily. I was trying to guess which arm of the robot was going to strike me first, but it just stood there looking at me. My previous impression of a robot was a slow, lumbering machine. This robot was quick and obviously quite nimble.
“I came here because the human race is in danger,” I said. “I hope the information here can help save millions of lives.” That’s when it occurred to me; it doesn’t know my language.
The robot continued to stand there. It tipped its head slightly to one side and opened its mouth.
“Carl?”
Panic flooded through my body. How the hell did it know my name?
“How did you…?”
“NETCOMM,” the robot replied. “When you activated the console NETCOMM was also activated. One other node on NETCOMM. We have your voiceprint and language in the system now. How can we be of service to you?”
Relief poured through me like a huge waterfall. Then it dawned on me. All the time we were working with the robot’s head back in the States, it was listening to us, voice printing us and creating files on us, and it never let us know.
“The meteor storm that destroyed the civilization that built you, is coming again, soon,” I said. “I need to know exactly when.”
The robot quickly walked over to the console and began moving different colored symbols around on the display.
“Difficult to be precise,” the robot said. “Based on galactic position and historical records, seventy two to seventy six days before the meteor storm strikes.”
“How long did it last?”
The robot moved some more symbols. “Fifty nine days,” it said.
“Meteor concentration?” I asked.
Again the robot moved some more symbols on the display. “Average of one meteorite strike for every ten square meters.”
That meant that there would be trillions of meteorites hitting the Earth. Nothing would survive.
“Size of the meteorites?” I asked.
“Five millimeters up to 500 millimeters at the largest.”
“Okay,” I said. “That gives us some hope. Can you keep NETCOMM active from this point on?”
“Certainly,” the robot answered.
“I understand that 300 million people perished in the last meteor storm,” I said. “Is that what your records show?”
“No,” the robot replied. “The 300 million people included only the Rama Empire, which was the most advanced, with mining operations on the moon and on Mars. Worldwide, the population was 650 million people. As the meteor storm started, the Royal Rama Family and a thousand faithful followers were flown to the planet Mars. That’s all we had ships to carry. I remained here to guard the technology secured in this facility. For the next four thousand years, they lived on Mars, communicating with me from time to time. Then all communication stopped. There has been nothing since then.”
I looked at Ed, Trent and the guardian. “Mars suffered a cataclysmic event,” I explained. The entire southern part of the planet is heavily pock-marked with huge craters. The northern half is covered with dust and debris, which partially covers some of the structures. Whatever happened either wiped out the people living there or drove them deeply underground. There are signs of underground transit tubes that have become exposed, but so far no signs of any people.”
“Transit tubes?” Trent asked. “Like a subway system?”
“Yes,” I replied. “But more like the tunnel from England to France under the English Channel.”
“If the animals survived, the people could have, too,” Ed added.
I thought for a moment. “If we don’t survive our own meteor storm, we’ll never have the opportunity to find out if they’re still there.” I turned toward the robot. “Thank you,” I said. “We have a lot of work to do. We need to get back.”
The guardian walked over to me and bowed. He took the necklace from around his neck and placed the cord over my head.
“What?” I said. “No, I can’t.”
The medallion was heavier than I thought it would be as it settled onto my chest. The guardian bowed again and spoke. Trent translated. “He says you are the new guardian. He believes you are trustworthy and wants to know if you believe you can find this place again.”
“This isn’t right,” I protested. “I’m not really the person you think I am.”
“The guardian is very wise and perceptive,” Trent replied. “If he thinks you are trustworthy, then you are. Do you think you can find this place again?”
“Yes,” I replied, realizing it was an argument I wasn’t going to win.
The old guardian smiled and patted me on the shoulder and bowed again. I reluctantly bowed in return.
The robot looked at the medallion on my chest and said, “Guardian.”
“Congratulations, my boy,” Trent said. “And the piece of hardware from the old knowledge in your possession, another robot?”
“Just its head, I’m afraid,” I replied.
“I see,” Trent said. “Well it bloody well will have to do, won’t it?”
“I just hope it’s enough,” I replied. I checked my watch. We needed to go. The old guardian showed me the indent in the rock door where the medallion fit. I pressed the medallion into its spot and the massive rock doors slowly swung open. Trent, Ed and the old guardian headed down the path. I stood outside the door and watched the robot as the rock door closed between us. I pulled my iPhone out of my jacket pocket and recorded the GPS location for the cave entrance in longitude, latitude and altitude. I was good to go.
* * *
The return journey was uneventful. Trent got off in London when we stopped for fuel. It was just after two in the morning when we landed in Denver. Ed and I were descending the steps of John’s Learjet 45 when I heard sirens. Three black SUV’s came rushing at the plane with red and blue strobes flashing into the darkness. Ed looked over at me. “Remain completely silent,” he said. “Don’t say anything to anybody, don’t trust anyone other than John, and don’t believe anything they say. Remain absolutely silent. You got it?”
“Yeah,” I replied. I took my iPhone out of my pocket and activated my SWIPE program. It uploaded everything to a private secure server, the ‘S’ in SWIPE was for the store part, then it wiped all of the special apps and other data off of the iPhone, the WIPE part. I watched the display as six federal agents rushed from their cars with guns drawn.
“Freeze!”
“Do not move!”
“FBI.”
The display on my iPhone reverted to its initial configuration, just the way it was when it came out of the box. Ed and I slowly raised our hands over our heads and waited. The FBI agents rushed up to us and roughly pushed us up against the railing of the steps and handcuffed each of us. They stuffed both of us into the back seat of an SUV and whisked us off into the night.
* * *
I sat alone in the interrogation room for several hours, handcuffed to a large U-bolt sticking up through the metal table. Finally two FBI agents came into the room and sat down on the other side of the small table in the room. I looked up at the mirrored glass facing me and assumed I was not only being watched, but recorded and videographed. It was exactly the same procedure they used on me when I was sent to prison. The lead agent plopped a tablet of lined paper and a pen down on the table.
“What’s your name?” he asked.
I pointed to the pad of paper. He slid it across to me. In big block letters I wrote, LAWYER.
I pushed the pad back over to him. He looked at the pad and smiled.
“You don’t get a lawyer,” he said. “You’re under arrest pursuant to the Patriot Act and the National Defense Authorization Act. You’re a terrorist; you have no rights. We can hold you indefinitely without charges or a trial. You’re toast, so why don’t you talk to us? If you can clear up the questions we have, you can walk out of here and go home.”
Yeah, I thought, talking was what got me into prison the last time. It’s not happening again.
The lead FBI agent studied my face for a bit. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I was being rude. My name is Special Agent Bergman and this is my partner Agent Woldrich. Can we have your name?”
I stared at him. After a long pause, Agent Woldrich slammed his hands down on the table and yelled. “Come on, you fucking scumbag, give us your name.”
I looked over at him and said nothing. The good cop / bad cop routine continued for the next ten hours without rest. I had nothing to drink or eat during that time and I was quickly getting worn out. They baited me, telling me John was an international drug and arms dealer and plotting terrorist attacks against the United States. It wasn’t working. I knew they were lying.
Finally there was a knock at the door. The two FBI agents got up and left. Two new agents took their place. One was carrying a small tray with a bottle of water on it. He set it down on the table close to me, uncuffed my left hand, and motioned for me to take it. I hadn’t had anything to drink in at least twelve hours. I grabbed the bottle, unscrewed the cap and drank. It was such a relief. My hand was shaking and it was hard to keep the bottle steady. I spilled some of the water down the front of my clothes. I didn’t really care; I was just so thirsty. I finished the bottle off and placed it back on the tray. The agent picked up the tray with the bottle on it.
“Thanks for the prints and the DNA,” he said. “Now we can find out who you really are.”
My thoughts went immediately to Tia as I wondered how well she did with my new identity.
The interrogation continued hour after hour. I was exhausted and drowsy. Every time I started to doze off the bad cop agent would slam his hands down on the table, or shove me, or grab me and shake me. My mind was wandering. I couldn’t concentrate. I thought I could see Tia through the mirrored window. She was so beautiful, smiling at me. Her face turned serious and then sad. She shook her head, and then disappeared. I wanted to call out to her, to get her back, but I held on to the image of her smiling at me and said nothing.
The door to the interrogation room opened. “We’re ready,” a male voice said.
They uncuffed me from the table and led me to a restroom. I was so grateful to pee. After that I was led into another room. This one had what I assumed was a polygraph machine set up next to the table. They hooked the sensors up and started the machine.
“Is your real name Karl Koenig?” the agent asked.
I said nothing.
“Did you grow up in Milwaukee?” he asked.
I stared at the wall.
“Are you a member of the Survivalist Network?” he asked.
I continued to look at the wall.
“Have you ever been arrested before?”
The thought of going back to prison was creeping back into my mind. I couldn’t shake it.
“Have you ever been married?”
I realized they were fishing. They didn’t really know anything. I tried to push the thoughts of prison out of my mind.
“Did you graduate high school?”
Focus, I thought. Focus on Tia.
“Have you ever done drugs?”
She seemed to be slipping away from me. Tia! My mind screamed. Don’t leave me!
“Do you own a firearm of any kind?”
Tia! Come back!
“What were you doing in India?”
The questions continued as I tried to focus only on Tia. Gradually her image returned. She smiled at me. I was going to be all right.
Another agent entered the room.
“I was hoping to get some kind of baseline,” the technician said, “but everything is elevated. I’m afraid this isn’t going to work.”
“Okay,” the agent said. “Bring him back to interrogation.”
Bergman and Woldrich were back in the room. Again the good cop / bad cop routine played itself out. Several hours later there was another knock at the door. “His lawyer’s here,” a male voice said.
Oh thank God, I thought to myself.
A tall man with thin wire rimmed glasses entered the room. “Okay, you’re done here,” he said. “You can’t question my client anymore.”
Bergman and Woldrich got up with a disgusted look on their face and walked out of the room.
“You’re safe now,” he said. “John is proud of you for how well you held up in here.”
I looked over at him. Finally this insane ordeal was over. I was about to say something when Ed’s words came back into my mind. Trust no one but John. I stopped and looked closely at the lawyer. He wore a nice suit, but it wasn’t that nice. John was impeccable in his clothes. I had trouble imagining a lawyer working for him that didn’t dress the same way.
“It’s okay,” he said. “Anything you say now is covered under the attorney client privilege. They can’t use it against you.”
My mind was swimming. Thoughts were spinning around with no apparent connection to one another, but something didn’t feel right about this guy. I put my head down on my arms and closed my eyes. My hope was if I could just rest for one minute, my mind would clear.
“It’s all over,” he said. “You can relax now. Just tell me the truth and I can get you out of here.”
That’s it! I thought. He isn’t getting me out of here. If he’s my lawyer, why are we still in the interrogation room? Why aren’t we leaving? I saw Tia again in my mind. She was still smiling at me. I reached out to her, but she faded away and disappeared.
“Wake up, asshole!” It was Woldrich again. Bergman was back and the so called lawyer was gone.
“Look,” Bergman said, “we’ve run your prints and your DNA. We’ve verified that you are Karl Koenig from Milwaukee. You don’t have any criminal record. Your prints and DNA are not in the system. Just tell us what you know about Carl Palminteri and we can get you out of here. It’s that simple. Just tell us about Carl.”
I put my head back down on my arms. Woldrich grabbed me and shook me again. “Tell us about Carl!”
I shook my head and tried to think about Tia, her blue and brown eyes, her hair, the softness of her voice.
The door to the interrogation room opened. A man stepped in and handed Bergman a piece of paper. Bergman looked at it and tossed it back onto the table.
“It’s a Federal Court Order releasing my client immediately,” he said. “Your Assistant United States Attorney refused to provide any evidence whatsoever to support your claim that my clients are connected in any way to any known terrorist organizations. They are not enemy combatants. You can’t hold them any longer.”
Bergman got up and left the room with Woldrich close behind.
“Hey,” the lawyer shouted. “Remove the cuffs.”
An agent came in and took the handcuffs off my wrists.
“I’m Charles Edward Harrington the third,” the lawyer said, “of Harrington, Harrington and Spetznaz, Attorneys at Law. Come on, we’re leaving.”
I looked at the suit he was wearing. It was expensive and impeccable, right down to the thousand dollar shoes. I whispered to the lawyer.
“Where are his personal effects?” Charles yelled. Everyone ignored him. “Are you begging for a mulit-million dollar law suit or are you just plain stupid?” he yelled again.
An agent opened a desk drawer, removed a manila envelope and tossed it to Charles who handed the envelope to me. I opened it and slid the contents out. There was my iPhone, my wallet, money, passport, watch and my medallion. I told Charles we were good and we left.



CHAPTER 11

I slept for nineteen hours straight and still felt exhausted when I woke up at two in the afternoon. John’s cabin seemed empty as I made my way down the stairs to the kitchen. I put some coffee on and looked in the fridge to see what appeared edible and interesting. I still felt starved from not having anything to eat while I was in federal custody. I found some cinnamon and raisin bagels, sliced one and popped it in the toaster. When it came up I put some cream cheese on it, poured my cup of coffee and settled in on a stool by the kitchen counter. After the bagel and coffee my brain began to work better. I thought it was strange that nobody was here but me. I wondered if John’s communications officer might be in the communications room in the basement. I went down the stairs and pushed open the padded door.
All of the screens along the outer wall were lit up with different images. I counted over twenty five people working at computer consoles throughout the room. John looked up and came over to me.
“Carl, how do you feel?” he asked.
“Still a bit fuzzy and tired,” I replied.
“I brought a few specialists in to help us,” John said.
“Yeah,” I responded, “I can see that.”
“I’ve upgraded the alert to a level three; that’s why the extra people are here.”
“Yeah,” I said, “we’ve got a lot of work to do in a very short period of time.”
John pointed to the main display screen in the center of the back wall.
METEOR STORM
IN 57 DAYS
“I picked the first day in the four day window,” he said. “But the most exciting thing is back here,” as he motioned for me to follow him. We went back to where the robot’s head had been set up. John had built sound proof walls with a door around the area with the robot’s head in it. Ed was standing guard at the door.
“Hey,” Ed said, “I heard you did good in custody.”
“Thanks,” I replied. “What did they do to you?”
“Probably the same things they did to you. But after going through Interrogation Training in the SEALS, I wasn’t impressed.” He opened the door for me and John.
Tia was in the room with the robot’s head. As soon as I entered I could smell the fragrance of her perfume. She hadn’t worn any before, so this was a pleasant change. It made me feel romantic. She turned toward me and smiled. “You’re up. Good,” she said. “While you were gone something spectacular happened. NETCOMM came up. There’s another robot out there and they’re communicating.”
I didn’t say anything.
“I keep getting references to a guardian, but we don’t know what that is all about,” she said.
“Robot,” I said, “I know you can hear me.”
Yes, guardian appeared on the screen.
“Oh my God,” Tia said as she turned and looked at me. “How did you… You’re the guardian?”
“It’s a long story.”
“One I’d love to hear,” she replied.
John looked at me and smiled. “I’d like to hear that story myself.”
“Robot, do you know me?” Tia asked.
Yes, Tia appeared on the screen.
“Oh my God,” Tia blurted out.
“Robot, do you have a common name by which people address you?” I asked.
The people at the mining facility on the moon called me what would be Andy in your language appeared on the screen.
“Short for android, I presume,” I said.
Yes, guardian, came the reply on the screen.
“How imaginative,” I commented. “And how many of the robots were called Andy?”
Fifty eight point two percent appeared on the screen.
“Is Andy agreeable with you?” I asked.
Yes, guardian.
“You can call me Carl,” I said.
Yes, guardian appeared on the screen again.
“Looks like you’re stuck with it,” Tia announced.
“Swell,” I replied.
* * *
“This is the heart of Project Ark,” John said as we toured the communications room. “For the last fifteen years Project Ark has existed only on paper and in computer databases. Today, because of you, Project Ark is a physical reality. We have a two-fold mission. The first part is to inform and save as many people as we can from the destruction that is coming. The second part is to preserve as much of our technology as we can. We take so much of our technology for granted that people no longer have any idea what is involved in even simple things.” John picked up several sheets of paper stapled together in the upper left corner. “Take this, for example. Three printed pages stapled together. The technology just for the printing is dependent on electricity and millions of miles of copper wire that had to be mined, refined and drawn out into wire. The wire is coated with plastic which is refined from petroleum and chemicals produced and purified in hundreds of different processes employing thousands of machines, pieces of equipment and skilled people. The toner from the laser printer has its own industry of supply, natural resources, chemical processes, more equipment and skilled people to perform all of the hundreds of functions required just to make the toner.
“The printer is made from mostly plastic, but for each part there is a mold and a machine that produces that part. The mold had to be created in a machine shop on metal cutting equipment and designed by engineers. The electronics that control the printer come from silicon sand, collected, cleaned, melted and condensed into crystals grown under very exacting conditions. Chemicals and heat are used to change the molecular structure of the silicon crystals in order to form the semiconductors. Photographic and even more chemical processes are used to create the microscopic electronic circuits on the semiconductors.
“The paper, one of our oldest industries, is made from wood fiber with more machines, chemicals, processes and more skilled people. The staple has its own industry, with iron ore mined from the Earth, smelted, refined, mixed with other elements, drawn into wire and then made into staples by more machines and skilled operators. Add to that all of the sales and distribution systems involved and you have a very complex interdependent system that supports just these three sheets of paper.
“If only one small detail in the system fails, we lose the paper and the printed information stored on it. At the base of all of our technology is the infrastructure of roads, trucks, trains and planes, water, oil, natural gas, coal, mining and energy production. The loss of any one section of the infrastructure will have devastating consequences for our society.
“With the meteor storm and the trillions of meteorites that will fall from the sky, we are looking at the loss of all of our technology as well as the entire infrastructure. We can preserve some of the technology, but without the infrastructure there won’t be any replacement parts for tens of thousands of years. Mankind will be thrown back to living in caves and using stones for weapons and tools, just like the last time.
“The underlying key to the infrastructure and technology that supports our civilization is the knowledge and skills required to rebuild everything from scratch. That is the real mission of Project Ark: to preserve the knowledge and skills needed to reconstruct the entire infrastructure and rebuild our civilization. You have a solid grasp of technology. I need your help in order to make this happen.”
“John, this is an overwhelming task. How do you expect to accomplish anything on this scale in the next fifty seven days?” I asked.
“We have actually been collecting technical records for more than the last decade, so the bulk of the project is already done,” John replied. “We have also been recruiting technical specialists for close to that long. That’s also why you’re here. What I need is a fresh pair of eyes, someone to look at what we’ve done and see if we missed anything.”
“That I can do,” I said. What was running through my mind was not what John knew of the technology in the present day, but what he didn’t know remained of an even greater civilization from long, long ago in the cave in Tibet.
“That’s all I ask,” John replied. “Let’s see what we can accomplish in the next eight weeks.”



CHAPTER 12

John established a website at www.meteorstorm.org with a countdown display and orchestrated several hundred members of the Survivalist Network using Twitter and Facebook to get the message out to the public. Media releases to the major networks and newspapers went unanswered. While the mainstream media ignored the story, hits on the website continued to spiral upward, breaching three million visitors within three days.
Just as it was starting to get light outside, I was awakened by a knock on the door to my room. It was John. He invited me to an early morning walk in the woods. I got dressed and went down to the kitchen. John had coffee ready.
“I received Trent’s report on the cave,” John said. “Do you think you can find it again?”
“Yes,” I replied. “I mapped the entire route by GPS coordinates on my iPhone.”
John gave me an annoyed look. “After the meteor storm there won’t be any GPS satellites,” he said. “How are you going to find it then?”
I chuckled. It was an obvious question with a not so obvious answer. “GPS is an electronic version of a physical system of longitude, latitude and altitude,” I explained. “I don’t need the satellites to get back there: a sextant, a compass and a watch will work just as well.”
John looked amazed. “And what about the altitude?” he asked.
“First of all,” I replied, “the entire path is on solid ground, so altitude isn’t a necessary component. Even if it was, a thermometer and a pot of water would suffice.”
“A thermometer…?”
“And a pot of water,” I said. “Water boils at 212 degrees Fahrenheit at sea level. The higher you go, the lower the boiling point becomes from reduced atmospheric pressure. There’s a direct correlation.”
“Aahhh,” John replied.
Ed came down the stairs to join us. After Ed finished his cup of coffee, John stood up.
“Shall we walk?” he asked.
We walked about a half mile into the woods without conversation when John stopped in a small clearing.
“First of all, let me apologize to both of you for the arrest and interrogation you went through upon your arrival back in Denver. Only a select handful of people even knew you were gone, let alone when you were returning.”
“We have a mole,” Ed stated.
“Yes,” John answered.
“Who?” Ed asked.
“I don’t know,” John replied. “I’ve done some preliminary investigation on my own, enough to clear both of you. Here is a list of the people who had access to the information about your trip to Tibet.”
John showed us the list. As I scanned the names, my heart clinched. My brain felt fog closing in as I focused on the name.
“Tia’s on the list. You think she could be the mole?” I asked. I searched John’s face for any clue as to his true feelings and thoughts.
“I don’t think so,” John said, “but we have to look at everybody connected to this. Ed I want you to conduct the investigation, secretly, and Carl, I want you to keep your eyes and ears tuned in to see what you can find out. Remember, nothing obvious or suspicious, but we have to find out who is betraying us.”
Ed took the list. “I’m on it,” he said.
“What I don’t understand is why the FBI is so interested in us,” John said.
“It’s not just the FBI,” I replied. “This is being driven by the DIA.”
“The Defense intelligence Agency? You were involved with them?” Ed asked.
“Involved is a deceptively simple word, but, yes,” I said, “General Strom is behind this.”
“I know him,” Ed replied, “He’s a two star general. As a SEAL, I went on several missions for him. He’s some piece of work, that one. How do you know it’s him?”
“He’s the one who pulled me out of prison and had me do some special programming work. He’s also the one who placed me at NASA.”
“So this is personal?” John asked.
“It certainly is to him. I told you these were horrible people, and he’s the worst of the bunch.”
“Okay, that’s the DIA. Why is the FBI after us?” John asked.
“General Strom’s son is an Assistant Director of the FBI. It’s family,” I explained.
* * *
That evening I sat quietly in my room holding the medallion in my hands. My mind drifted back to the conversations I had with the old priest on our way back from the cave. “Wear the medallion at all times,” he had said. “It will bless you with good health and a long life.” This had to be some kind of a cruel cosmic joke. I’m the last person on earth that deserves to be the guardian. It should go to someone who is gallant and heroic. Not someone who has been turned into a whore like me. My shame and the things I have done have to disqualify me from this position of guardian. Why had the old priest done this? Why had he chosen me as a guardian? He obviously had no idea of who or what I had become. How could he possibly think I was worthy of such a misplaced honor?
As I studied the medallion I wondered if what the old priest said was just more superstition, or was there really something to it? I rubbed the surface of the medallion with my thumbs. The design was ornate and it was made from an alloy unfamiliar to me. It resembled the wooden mandala I saw in the Buddhist temple where we met the guardian. It didn’t seem to possess any magical powers, but it did open the rock door to the cave and it turned on the control power and NETCOMM, so there was something unusual about either its shape or the metal from which it was made. I picked up my ink pen and moved the metal clip close to the medallion. If it was magnetic, the clip would be attracted to the medallion. No signs of any magnetic field.
I held the medallion in front of my heart and closed my eyes. Without any intention, I breathed in deeply and let the air out slowly. I definitely felt calmer, more focused. I tossed the medallion over onto the bed and tried the deep breathing again. I didn’t feel the deep calm or the focus I experienced with the medallion. I picked the medallion back up and held it in front of my heart again. The calm and the focus returned.
“Interesting,” I said to myself.
Images of the advanced machines and technology in the cave came back into my mind. The contents of the cave and the robot’s head in John’s basement were all that was left from the last meteor storm and the advanced civilization that existed at the time. What was going to survive this time? John certainly believed that he could make a difference in what survived, and I had to admit, his plan seemed realistic. Already millions of people were reading John’s website and leaving positive comments about the recommendations for survival of the cataclysm that was rapidly approaching.
The gravity of the situation began to weigh on me. Whether I liked it or not, I was now the guardian of a long lost civilization and its advanced technology. If something happened to me, no one would even know it existed at all. The flip side of the issue was that the technology in the cave would have devastating consequences for humanity if it were to fall into the wrong hands, and from my past experiences with the justice system, prison, and the DIA, I had a pretty good idea who constituted the wrong hands.
Now we knew there was a mole in John’s organization. What if the mole was also a thief intent on stealing access to the old technology too? The danger the mole presented came into clear focus. Not only could we lose all of our existing technology, but all of the old technology could end up in the hands of General Strom. That would double the disaster for humanity. I had left the medallion on my desk in my room while I worked in the basement. If the mole stole the medallion, the technology in the cave would eventually end up in the General’s hands. I couldn’t allow that to happen. The guardian was right; the safest place for the medallion was around my neck. I placed the necklace over my head and tucked the medallion under my shirt. I decided I would always wear it, even in the shower. I didn’t know how old the medallion was, but I suspected it was as old as the robot’s head. Neither one had rusted or oxidized in the last 63,000 years, so I doubted I was going to do anything to damage it now.
I began thinking back on all of the guardians that came before me. If a guardian served in this position for fifty years before passing the medallion on to the next guardian, that would result in twenty guardians per thousand years. Sixty-three thousand years would mean an unbroken chain of 1,260 guardians. That’s one hell of a tradition. If the medallion does bring good health and long life, it still doesn’t make you bulletproof. I could still be killed. There had to be more to the medallion than what I’d been told.



CHAPTER 13

“You up for another trip?” John asked.
“Which mountain range did you have in mind?” I asked.
John laughed. “The Ozarks, actually,” he replied.
“That sounds rather tame after the Himalayas,” I said.
“It will be. One day, out and back,” John said. I was learning that nothing was actually as simple as it sounded with John. He had a talent for putting you in the middle of a situation that would challenge what you had come to believe, and motivate you to rise above it.
“So who all is going?” I asked.
“You and Ed, Tia, if she wants to go.”
“And what are we doing there?” I asked.
“I have an inside source to a government-run underground city,” John said. “He’ll meet you there.”
“An underground city?”
“Yep, complete with an onsite power system, air purification and supplies for the next fifty years.”
“Sounds interesting,” I replied. “Do you think they know what’s about to happen?”
“I wouldn’t be surprised, but I’m interested in your assessment of the situation. Limo leaves for the airport in thirty minutes.”
I checked with Tia. She was up for the adventure.
* * *
After we landed, Ed secured a rental car for us and drove out into the countryside. We traveled for over two hours and pulled into a small café on a sparsely traveled section of road.
“Here’s where we meet John’s inside guy,” Ed said. “Major Samuels is in the Army and has been a member of the Survivalist Network for about eight years.”
As we entered the small café a black guy in civilian clothes stood up from a booth near the back and motioned us over. He had the standard military haircut and posture but looked around nervously as we approached. After handshakes and introductions, he got right down to business.
“Something big is happening,” he said. “I am assigned to a detail that maintains security for an underground facility. Last week a three star General walked in and took command. This facility is supposed to be for VIPs in the event of a nuclear attack. The place has been vacant for as long as I have known about it. You know, the backup plan for a backup plan that never sees the light of day. Anyway, all of that changed last week. I could tell you more, but I think one good look is worth more than any amount of talk. You guys ready to go? “
“You bet,” Ed responded.
We traveled out into the hills for another half an hour, where Major Samuels pointed to a stand of large trees just off the side of the road.
“We can leave the car here,” he said. “It won’t be seen from the air.”
We hiked up into the hills for another hour. Major Samuels stopped and handed each of us a camouflaged heat reflecting space age blanket. “Wrap this around yourself camo side out. The inner surface reflects heat and will help you remain invisible to the infra-red security sensors across the valley.”
He checked each of us to make sure everything was properly covered. We climbed up the hill in front of us. As we got near the top, Major Samuels had us lie down and crawl slowly to the edge.
Below us a dirt road wove its way through the hills and disappeared into a tunnel surrounded by concrete walls. An MP with an M-16 rifle hanging from a sling stood on each side of the entrance, with a third MP directing traffic. The entrance would accommodate only one truck at a time. Five semi-trucks were waiting in line while three trucks pulled out of the tunnel. Once cleared, the MP waved for the waiting trucks to enter.
“This has been going on for the last week,” Major Samuels said quietly. “Twenty-four hours a day. There are construction crews inside the facility repairing everything and bringing the facility up to current standards.”
“The impression is that there are a lot of trucks going in and out of the tunnel,” I said. “There must be a lot of room inside there.”
“There is,” Major Samuels replied. “It doesn’t look like much from the outside, but there are more than twenty-three miles of tunnels inside the facility. That includes residence areas, mess hall and commissary, hospital, meeting halls, library, recreation hall, exercise gym and a theater. Right now the trucks are loaded with equipment and construction supplies. Soon they will be bringing in food, medical supplies and fuel.”
“Are there any cars inside?” Ed asked.
“All electric,” Major Samuels said. “Hundreds of golf carts. The place even has its own traffic control system.”
“What about security?” Ed asked.
“Top level military grade security system,” Major Samuels replied. “This is the closest anyone can get without being spotted. The use of lethal force without warning is already authorized.”
“In-ground sensors?” Ed asked.
“Yes. Vibration, motion, infrared, everything.”
“When do the VIPs arrive?” Tia asked.
“The week before the meteor storm,” Major Samuels replied.
“Do they know exactly when that will be?” Tia asked.
“Yes, but information is compartmentalized. Everything is done under code words. The VIPs won’t know what the emergency is. They’ll just be given a code word, and they will be escorted to the facility. No advance warning will be given.”
“So they fully intend on keeping the meteor storm secret from everyone,” I said. “They want to save lives, but only the lives that are important to them.”
“That’s the deal,” Major Samuels replied. “The only people who get saved are a few scientists and people with great wealth and political connections. Everyone seen enough?”
We had. On the car ride back to the café, Major Samuels continued his explanation, “The federal government had been buying up billions of rounds of ammunition. The Department of Health and Human Services has purchased ten million rounds alone. Now I gotta ask, what does Health and Human Services need with ten million rounds of ammunition?”
“That does seem odd to me,” I replied.
“The government is stockpiling ammunition. I believe they know there won’t be any ammunition manufacturers after the meteor storm, so they’re buying enough to wage a war against the people who survive. From what I’ve heard, the plan is to establish an empire and use captured people as slave labor to support the new rulers of the world.”
“That sounds insane,” I said.
“That’s because you don’t know what these people are already doing,” Ed said. Major Samuels agreed. “I’ve been on the inside of a number of covert operations, and I can tell you from direct experience that the thinking is just as the major describes. That’s the main reason I got out when I did, and why I’m working with John now.”
“An empire?” I asked.
“Yes,” Ed replied. “An empire that controls the entire world through full spectrum dominance, their term, not mine, and the meteor storm fits nicely into their plans.”
“I can’t believe that,” Tia interjected.
“Do you know why there was a nuclear arms race in the ‘50’s and ‘60’s followed by the Cold War?” Ed asked.
“Well, not really,” Tia replied. “The whole thing didn’t make a lot of sense to me. Besides, that was before my time.”
“That just seemed like a crazy time to me,” I added. “My grandfather thought Russia was going to bomb us any day. He even built a bomb shelter in his back yard. He was still talking about it in the ‘90’s when he died.”
“There was a nuclear arms race because President Truman authorized a nuclear first strike against Russia following the surrender of Japan at the end of World War Two. The Russians developed their own nuclear weapons and delivery systems in order to prevent being annihilated. The whole contest ended with Mutually Assured Destruction.
“I was excited when I joined the SEALs. But after dozens of covert missions I realized I wasn’t fighting to protect America: I was killing people so we could control the oil and the drugs and the puppet governments we were putting in place. I wasn’t fighting for freedom; I was fighting for a New Empire seeking to enslave the entire world. That’s why I left the military. I’m just thankful I found John. He restored my faith in people and helped me find a good purpose in my life.”
“My experience isn’t that much different from Ed’s,” Major Samuels said. “I’ve come to almost the same conclusions and have experienced the promise John is bringing to the world. The meteor storm will create the same end result as all the nuclear weapons and high tech weapon systems we have been developing, just without the radiation.”
“So they want the world to die?” I asked.
“They want the other governments of the world to die so their world empire can be born,” Major Samuels replied. “And John’s Survivalist Network is one of the last impediments to reaching their goal of a world empire.”
It all seemed so insane that we were having trouble grasping the idea as something real.
“What about you?” I asked Major Samuels. “What are you going to do about the meteor storm?”
“I don’t have a family,” he replied. “They have a place for me inside the facility as part of the security team, but I won’t be there. I’ll be joining John in the mountains.”
At the café we parted ways and drove back to where John’s Learjet 45 was waiting.
* * *
On our flight back to Denver Tia sat next to me.
“Okay,” she said looking over at me. “You know something personal about me. It’s your turn.”
I suspected my learning about her hacking skills and her experience in junior high school was going to come back to bite me. “My turn?” I looked over at Ed. He grinned and looked out the window.
“Yes. Something personal, something no one else knows.”
I thought for a moment. This needed to be something Ed already knew but she didn’t. I pulled the medallion out from under my shirt.
She looked at the medallion. “What is it?”
“It’s a key,” I said. “The only one like it in the world.”
“It doesn’t look like a key. It’s round.”
“It opened the cave in Tibet and turned on NETCOMM.”
“You did that?” she asked.
“Actually the old Buddhist priest did that, but this is the key he used.”
“And how did you end up with the key?”
I looked at her, waiting for it to sink in.
“The Buddhist priest was the guardian, wasn’t he?”
I couldn’t help but grin.
“And he passed the key on to you. That’s why the robot recognizes you as the guardian.”
“It is.”
“Oh my God,” Tia said. “And there’s only one guardian at a time, isn’t there?”
“One continuous succession of more than 1200 guardians, stretching back for over 63,000 years,” I said.
“Oh my God,” she said again. “Does it have any magical powers?”
“Not that I’m aware of, but it does have some kind of life-sustaining energy.”
I leaned over and placed the medallion over her heart. I could have removed the necklace, but this way it gave me a chance to get closer to her. She was wearing that sensuous perfume again. As I leaned close to her I breathed in the scent of her hair. The feeling of closeness returned. It was exciting and seductive at the same time.
“You feel anything?” I whispered.
She looked at me and smiled. “Yes, I do,” she replied quietly. We looked into each other’s eyes. I couldn’t help smiling. She glanced down at my lips and then made eye contact again. Her breathing seemed more rapid than it had been. We sat there, sharing each other’s air and personal space, locked eye to eye. I was getting up the courage to kiss her when she glanced over at Ed.
“Did you know life has its own frequency?” she asked.
I sat slowly back in my chair, the necklace pulling the medallion back with me. She reached out and held the medallion in her hands.
“It’s a cluster of frequencies, actually,” she said. “I’ve been studying it for the last two years. Each organ system in the body has its own frequency.”
“So you walk by a radio station and your kidneys go into the crapper?” I asked.
“No,” she said, “it’s not like that. The body frequencies are all extremely low, single digits, actually. It’s biological, not radio, but it does show up on the very low end of the electromagnetic spectrum.”
“Fascinating,” I said as I looked into her eyes.
“Isn’t it,” she replied looking back into mine. She glanced over at Ed again.
“I have some equipment that senses the body frequencies back at my place,” she said.
“We should go there,” I whispered.
She smiled again.
“That’s really not practical, given what’s going on,” she said quietly. “I can have my aunt send the equipment to John’s. We can test the medallion there.”
“Sounds like a date,” I whispered.
She giggled and her face flushed slightly. “It’ll take a few days,” she said quietly.
“I can hardly wait,” I whispered back.
* * *
Several days later a package arrived at John’s cabin. Tia came running down into the communications room.
“It’s here,” she said excitedly.
I looked around the room. No one else had noticed her entrance. “Okay,” I replied quietly and we both headed up the stairs.
We went into her room. She closed the door and opened the package. Her room was constructed like mine, with all natural wood décor, but she had arranged her things to give the room a definite feminine feel to it.
She set a small laptop computer up on her desk and attached various cables and probes. She booted up the computer and we waited for the main screen to appear. The computer was dedicated to this program, so it came up automatically. She selected the testing section of the program, grabbed the probe and held her hand out, palm up, motioning for me to give her the medallion. I pulled the necklace from under my shirt and over my head and handed it to her. She set it on the desk top next to the computer, design side up.
She paused, deciding where to start. “Any suggestions?” she asked.
“Well,” I replied, “there are twelve bumps on the medallion plus one in the center. Why not start with the center one?”
She touched the probe to the center bump and looked at the screen. It indicated a frequency was present, but it didn’t correspond to anything the program recognized.
“Huh,” she said, “I expected it to be one of the life frequencies.”
“It’s in the general range,” I said, “What about one of the other bumps?”
She placed the probe on the bump at the twelve o’clock position, based on where the necklace attached to the medallion. The program immediately registered the frequency as associated with the heart and circulation system.
“Okay,” she said, “now we’re making progress.”
She began moving from bump to bump in a clockwise direction.
“Liver meridian, kidneys, lungs, brain and nervous system, muscles and connective tissue, bowels and elimination, bones and structural system, all of the body systems are there.” She continued around the medallion. “But there are five bumps, each with different frequencies that have no known body system associated with them.” She looked perplexed.
“Maybe they are for systems we don’t know about yet,” I replied.
“Like what?” she asked.
I shrugged my shoulders. “This was a civilization that colonized Mars and was mining minerals on the moon. They might know a little more about the human body than we do.”
She frowned, pursed her lips and stared at the medallion. She was challenged by things she didn’t yet understand. I could relate. I also felt the irresistible urge to dig into and discover hidden things. It was that urge that landed me in prison.
“Some things are better left alone,” I whispered to her.
She flashed an angry look at me. “I don’t think so,” she replied defiantly. “There are no mysteries we cannot understand.”
“Perhaps,” I replied, “but some of those mysteries come with a profoundly high price tag.”
“Like what?” she demanded.
“It’s just a personal observation,” I replied.
She wasn’t buying it.
“Like what?” she repeated. “Tell me.”
I had stepped into a subject I wasn’t prepared to discuss. She looked into my eyes and moved closer to me. I looked away and stepped back a little.
“I’m sorry. I said something I shouldn’t have said. Can we please let this go?”
“No,” she said.
“Look, I really like you,” I said. “I don’t want to spoil this by getting into things from my past. That part of my life is over and I don’t want to bring it up again.”
“I really like you too,” she said. “If we are going to have a relationship, we need to be honest with each other. Good and long-lasting relationships are built on trust, and trust begins with complete honesty.”
I knew she was right. I hadn’t had a real relationship with anyone since high school. I wanted this to work. I just didn’t know if that was even possible. I hung my head, trying to think of what I could say. The silence was crushing me; with my brain frozen and my heart aching, I felt paralyzed. She stepped closer to me and placed her hands on my shoulders.
“It doesn’t have to be today,” she said gently, “but this is standing in the way of what I think will be a wonderful and rewarding relationship for both of us. I feel like you have to release this burden you carry before you can love me or anyone else. Please don’t wait too long. I can bear whatever you have to tell me.”
I paused and looked at the floor. “Okay,” I said, “I promise I will tell you.”
“Okay,” she said. She leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. I could feel my face flushing and looked away. She smiled and turned back to the medallion.
“This is 63,000 years old?” she asked.
“At a minimum,” I replied.
“So what kind of power supply lasts for 63,000 years?”
“At this point, the longest-lasting power supply we have is the Plutonium power supplies in the voyager satellites, and they’re good for only fifty years.”
“John has a Geiger Counter down stairs,” she said as she rushed past me and out the door.
I stood there, trying to calm the inner panic I was feeling and the creeping numbness that threatened my own emotions. I had experienced the darkness and terror of the emotional abyss during my time in prison, and fought against its return from time to time. These bouts with the darkness seemed connected to any feelings of closeness with another person. Okay, not just another person. A woman. That kind of closeness inexorably drew me to it and terrified me at the same time.
Tia came back in, holding an old yellow Civil Defense radiation meter. She clicked the knob to the test position, zeroed the meter and switched over to the most sensitive scale. She held the meter directly on top of the medallion.
“Nothing,” she said. “No radioactivity.”
“So I won’t glow in the dark from wearing it?” I said jokingly.
“No, you won’t,” she replied thoughtfully. “So what is powering it?”
“Didn’t you say that the life frequencies were everywhere?” I asked.
“Yeah,” she replied slowly. “Your point being?”
“What if the medallion isn’t generating these frequencies, but reacting to them?”
“You mean like a tuned receiver rather than a transmitter?” she said.
“Exactly,” I replied.
That look of excitement and intrigue returned to her face. She looked so beautiful in this mood; I wished it could go on forever. She looked absolutely alive, engaged and focused. No wonder I was falling in love with her.
She placed the probe on the heart and circulation bump on the medallion and switched the program over to the energize function, where the computer supplied that particular frequency back into the body to rebalance the inner system. After one second she switched back to the sensing function. The strength of the heart and circulation signal from the medallion was pegged at the top of the screen.
“That’s it!” she shouted. “It’s a resonator. Life itself powers the medallion, and the resonant frequencies balance and empower the body. It’s brilliant.” She was so excited. Just watching her melted the darkness and the fear and brought me back to life.
“Okay,” she said, “let’s try something a little different. Here, put your hand on the round sensor.”
It was a half sphere, plastic mostly, with metallic sensors placed around the curved surface.
“Does it matter which hand?” I asked.
“No, it doesn’t,” she replied.
I placed my right hand on the sensor. She activated the program and in a couple of seconds several charts appeared on the screen.
“Oh, look at this,” she said. “Your kidney meridian is too high. That usually means that you are upset, or literally pissed at someone. I hope it’s not me.”
“No,” I said, “of course not.”
“Then who?”
“Well, my old boss at NASA would fall into that category.” So would General Strom and a few others, I thought, but she really didn’t need to know that just now.
“Uh,huh,” she replied. “How about we try something else?”
She placed the medallion on my chest and moved my hand to support it.
“I’m thinking it was this bump for the kidney system.”
She placed the probe on the bump on the medallion, checked it in comparison to the bump next to it and then back to the original bump.
“Just as I suspected,” she said. “Your kidney meridian is high, so the medallion is compensating for that by resonating and creating a weaker field at that frequency. Your heart meridian is strong so the medallion is resonating with less intensity at the heart frequency.”
She touched the probe to the center bump on the medallion and looked at the field strength on the computer display.
“Whatever the center node is for, you’re really weak in it. The medallion is really strong at that frequency.”
“Well,” I replied, “whatever it is for, I presume we will find out once it becomes strengthened by the medallion.”
“Yes,” she said, “I know we will.”
She picked up the medallion and placed the necklace around my neck, smoothing my shirt down over the medallion.
“There,” she said. “My guardian.”
She placed her wrists on my shoulders with her hands gently touching the back of my neck. I looked into her eyes; she was looking back into mine. I glanced at her lips and back to her wonderful two color eyes. We leaned forward and kissed. It was a soft, gentle kiss, tentative, questioning and hopeful at the same time. There was a sense of mild electricity running through me, creating an excitement I hadn’t felt since high school. I looked into her eyes. From the expression on her face, she felt the tingle, too. She smiled. I couldn’t help myself; I smiled as well.
This was a huge step for me toward a real relationship. The excitement I felt was counterbalanced by the fear of being stretched too far out of my comfort zone. I instinctively pulled back. I could see the disappointment in her eyes, but I couldn’t stop the fear rising within me. I excused myself and left her room.



CHAPTER 14

The following day, after lunch I was sitting in my room, pondering the coming meteor storm. A gentle knock on my door pulled me back to the present moment.
“Carl? It’s Tia.”
I opened the door.
“John wants us down in the great room,” she said. “He has a new visitor that he wants us to meet.”
Her voice was cool, more business-like than before. I had obviously hurt her, something I never wanted to do. My inner struggle with the terror and darkness wasn’t only hurting me, now it was hurting her, too. Like it or not, I was going to have to deal with my inner demons. My only hope was that she would be patient with me long enough for me to overcome the fear within me. The other fear I had was that I was never going to be able to overcome the terror within, and I would lose her along with everything else in my life.
As we joined the rest of the crew in the great room there was a rather distinguished gentleman standing in front of the main windows. He was around six four and thin, with dark bushy hair, a neatly trimmed mustache, a goatee, and horn rimmed glasses. He wore brown dress slacks, a light tan dress shirt, and a brown tweed sport coat with soft leather elbow patches and brown loafers.
“Everyone, this is Dr. Hans Ublecker, astrophysicist and research astronomer from the observatory in Quito, Ecuador,” John said. “He has analyzed the information we have and has some important comments that can help people survive the meteor storm. Dr. Hans?”
“Thank you, John. Based on the information you shared with me, this is what we are facing. Some of the smaller meteorites will burn up in the atmosphere, but most of them will strike the ground. Many of the meteorites striking the ground will be the size of a pea or a marble and will be slowed down by air resistance. They are unlikely to cause any significant damage on their own. That does not mean they aren’t dangerous. They will be very hot from their descent into the atmosphere and are very likely to start thousands, if not millions, of fires.”
I glanced at Tia. She seemed intent on listening to Dr. Hans. She didn’t look at me or break her concentration on the presentation. I wondered if it was the information from Dr. Hans, or if she was just ignoring me.
“The largest of the meteorites will be the size of large beach balls. These meteorites will impact the ground at very high velocities and will destroy an area the size of most city blocks. Fortunately, meteorites of this size will not be the rule, but rather the exception. You can expect several thousand meteorites of this size. Because the surface of the Earth is two-thirds water, only one third of those impacts will strike the land.”
I quickly surveyed the faces of the group listening to Dr. Hans. These were skilled people with a greater understanding of science than the vast majority of people. They understood from the beginning that the meteor storm was going to be bad. But whatever they had imagined, Dr. Hans was bringing reality to their imagination, and reality was starkly worse than they had imagined.
“The bulk of the meteorites will fall somewhere in the middle, with the vast majority being the size of a hard ball to a soft ball. Because of their speed and density, these meteorites will penetrate every style of building currently constructed. Wood structure houses, common in this country, will be penetrated by all of these meteorites. The likelihood of a residential building catching fire from a single meteorite strike is very high. From the data I reviewed, the average home will suffer from four to seven meteorite strikes and will burn to the ground. Commercial buildings will not fare any better. The meteorites will penetrate all known roofing and wall materials, including cinder block and poured or prefab concrete. None of these structures will withstand the onslaught of the meteor storm.”
I began to understand what the ancient Rama civilization had suffered 63,000 years ago. As advanced as their technology was, it wasn’t going to save them from the meteorites. It’s no wonder our scientists believe there never was an advanced civilization in our distant past. By the time the meteor storm was over, nothing recognizable remained.
“The greatest danger to the planet will be the fires that will start from the meteorites. Every forest will burn, every field will burn and every wood construction building will burn. The fires will bring on an apocalypse the likes of which the world has not known in recorded history. The two primary effects of the fires will be smoke and a lack of oxygen. Smoke will be a tremendous hazard. Visibility will be reduced to less than one hundred feet. People with breathing problems will likely not survive the smoke. Fire consumes oxygen. Three to ten minutes without oxygen and we’re all dead. Fortunately, we can survive on less oxygen than is required to support a fire. So at some point, when the oxygen level falls below the amount required to sustain a fire, the flames will go out. Smoldering fires will remain, as will the extensive amounts of smoke, so some means of filtering the smoke out of the air we breathe will also be required.”
Piece by piece, I was putting together what had happened to the Rama civilization and the rest of the people on the planet. They were near the end of an ice age, so many of the meteorites would have landed in glaciers, quickly cooled and rendered harmless. As bad as the meteor storm had been for them, it was going to be a lot worse for us now. Our population was significantly larger and the amount of glaciers was profoundly less. The massive forests around the globe would burn, and with them the biological mechanism for replenishing the oxygen would also be gone.
“The structures that will survive will be hardened underground bunkers. You can build this type of structure in a few days from common building materials. First recommendation is to start with a corrugated curved or domed metal building such as the common Quonset hut. It doesn’t have to be large. In fact the smaller the bunker is, the higher the likelihood of survival. Second, an eight inch to ten inch thick layer of reinforced concrete needs to be added on top of the metal structure. Then, once the concrete has set properly, the entire structure needs to be covered with at least six feet of dirt.”
“Why dirt?” one of the computer techs asked.
“Dirt is plentiful, to begin with,” Dr. Hans explained. “But the most important quality is that it provides a deceleration zone for the meteorite before it strikes the concrete covering. Concrete is actually quite brittle and will shatter under such an impact. The dirt covering will limit the impact force the concrete sustains and hopefully keep the bunker intact.”
“Most people aren’t going to be able to build a structure like this. What are they supposed to do?” asked another tech.
“People are going to have to band together to build these bunkers,” Dr. Hans replied. “The good news is that some bunkers of this type already exist. Think of sewers running under your highways, drainage culverts and bridges. All of these are of similar design and construction. People can seek shelter in all of them.”
“What about food and water?” someone asked.
“Each bunker will need to hold not only the people involved, but enough food and water for two months’ time. Sanitary facilities will also need to be incorporated into the bunkers and people will need a supply of dust masks to filter out the smoke from the air they breathe.”
“Dr. Hans,” another asked, “will the meteorite bombardment be constant or will it vary?”
“Fortunately the meteorite strike rate will vary considerably. As the Earth moves into the meteor cloud the majority of the meteorites will fall from midnight through noon. That will be the leading edge of the planet. From noon and into the early evening the planet itself will shield us from most of the meteorites, so if any rebuilding or resupply needs to be done, that will be the time for it.”
“And what about emergency services?” another tech asked.
“I’m afraid that there will be no emergency services,” Dr. Hans replied. “All of our emergency organizations, like hospitals, fire departments and police stations, will suffer the same consequences as every other building in the world; they will be severely damaged structurally and most will burn to the ground within hours of the initial meteor storm.”
“John said you were a research astronomer. Have you been able to confirm the existence of the meteor cloud?” Ed asked.
“Yes, I have,” Dr. Hans replied. “Because of the direction in which the solar system moves, incoming objects are detected from observatories in the Southern Hemisphere first. That is the advantage we have from Quito, Ecuador — we can see both the northern and southern sections of the sky.”
“Can you give us a more accurate date and time for the start of the meteor storm?” Ed asked.
“My calculations confirm the four-day window that John currently has. Space-based radar will be required to get a more accurate fix on the date and time. I do not have access to that kind of equipment, sorry.”
There was a long pause while everyone began to digest the information.
“Okay, people,” John said. “I have handouts for each of you. Dr. Hans will be here for the rest of the day and will be happy to answer any other questions you may have. Thank you for your time and attention.”
* * *
Tia came over to me after the presentation. “Does NASA have access to space-based radar?” she asked.
I thought for a moment. “Yes, it does.”
“You used to work there. How do we get access to their database? They probably know exactly when the meteor storm will happen.”
“My user name and password are either gone or monitored, maybe both. But that’s a minor technicality for someone with skills,” I replied. She smiled and we headed for the communications room. I guess she wasn’t ignoring me, after all. That alone raised my spirits, which I desperately needed after listening to Dr. Hans.
We settled in at a computer station and I started to construct a program using my old boss’ user name. I figured Sheldon Woolser wasn’t likely to be monitored.
“So how did you learn how to hack into computer systems?” I asked Tia as I continued typing.
“I had a mentor, a guy,” she said.
“Was he good?”
“He was the best.”
“How did you meet him?” I asked.
“I didn’t, actually,” she replied. “He never knew. There was a small group of us. We studied code together. This guy, he called himself Shadow Hawk, he would make his code available to other hackers, kind of an open source thing.”
I stopped typing and looked at her.
“Anyway,” she said, “his code was brilliant, sophisticated and elegant. It was so far beyond anything we had ever seen. It was kind of magical.”
My heart was pounding so loud I was sure she could hear it. “Wh… What happened?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” she replied. “He just disappeared. We never heard from him again. I was in my second year of high school. I had all of these fantasies of finding him and falling in love with him. I imagined myself marrying him in a secret ceremony out in the woods someplace. It was all so romantic.”
My hand started shaking and I was breathing rapidly. She looked at me, obviously concerned.
“Carl? Are you okay?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I answered, “probably too much coffee.”
I got up and walked around for a bit, shaking my arms, trying to settle down. She sat there watching me. I returned to the computer and continued to create the program. I set up a sub-file with possible passwords and the first letter of each word in several phrases I knew Woolser liked. I also created a subroutine that assigned symbols in place of letters, such as a “5” for an “s”, “(“ for a “c”, “3” for an “E” and “!” for an “I”.
Tia looked at the program on the screen. “Where did you learn to write code like that?” she asked.
“I taught myself,” I replied. “It just seemed like the way to do things.”
I also made a sub-file with all of the addresses I had learned for the computer system at NASA.
“So how does this work?” she asked.
“These are the different addresses that I know are used to get access to the NASA database. The program randomly rotates address so the system doesn’t recognize it is being hacked right away. This is my old boss’ user name. The rest of the program creates likely passwords and tries them one at a time.”
Her mouth fell open as she studied the code I had written. “You don’t use script for this?”
“Too slow.” I responded. “Besides, programs that are looking for hackers are all looking for script-like commands. By using a compiled program it bypasses a lot of the script-based security features of firewalls.”
“And you just create code like that off the top of your head?” she asked.
“Pretty much, yeah.”
She sat back in the chair and looked at me.
“Want to see if it works?” I asked.
She looked back at the screen. I compiled and linked the code into an executable file and activated the program.
Twenty-eight seconds later, the program announced we had been granted access to the NASA database. I constructed a query relating to meteors covering the four days we knew the storm would begin.
“There it is,” I said. “Day, hour and location.”
I looked over at Tia. Her mouth was open again. She closed her mouth, stared at me for a moment, got up and walked out of the communications room. I wondered if she suspected the truth about me. She was really smart. Given a little more time, I believed she would figure it out.
I wrote the date and time for the start of the meteor storm on a sticky note and handed it to John. He went over to one of the computer techs who updated the main screen on the website.
METEOR STORM
IN 52 DAYS
17 HOURS
32 MINUTES

* * *
Based on Dr. Hans’s recommendations, John’s people put together the Bunker Builder’s Book, complete with diagrams, parts list and potential suppliers of materials. John made the book available as a free download in PDF format. He arranged for a print version from a major printing house. The complete book came in at $2.83 wholesale cost. Priority shipping came to $5.52 for a total cost of $8.35. John priced the book at $8.00 including the priority shipping. A tech asked if that was a smart way to price the book. John explained that his preference was to supply the book for free, but he really needed the money for other projects. He could subsidize thirty-five cents a book, but not the whole thing. Besides, anyone could get the book for free as a download.
“John,” I said, “we aren’t getting the message out to enough people. We need to get the mainstream media in on the process. Right now, they are ignoring us and the warnings about the meteor storm.”
“There’s a process at work,” John said. “The first step for the government and the mainstream media is to ignore the problem. The second step is to deny. The third step is to ridicule, and the final step is to acknowledge the problem.”
“Deny and ridicule. Just like they did to me on the Cy Cobb Show.”
“Exactly. You got on the show because they viewed it as entertainment, not news. Now that it falls into the category of news they will ignore it as long as they can.”
“So how do we get the story into the news?” I asked.
“By creating a story so inviting that the media falls into the trap of running with it. We have something now that just might do that. One of our business members acquired a bankrupt steel mill. In this economy that’s real news, but what we are doing with the steel mill will be the irresistible part of the story.”
The following day we all watched in the communications room as the story broke on the Network News Channel.
“This is Kayla Hunter, reporting for Network News. With me today is Alexis DeVille, new owner of Old City Steel. I see that you have a large crew taking down the walls of the mill and covering the equipment with rust preventive. Is this steel mill headed for China?”
Alexis was dressed in a typical dark blue business suit. Her blonde hair was drawn back in a bun and she wore small diamond pierced earrings.
“No, Kayla, this steel mill is staying right here. This facility will play a critical role in rebuilding this country’s infrastructure, and we are preparing it for that future.”
“By taking it apart?”
“Yes. The entire facility is being dismantled and placed in a concrete cocoon so it will survive the coming meteor storm.”
“I don’t understand. What meteor storm?”
“In fifty-two days the earth will be hit by a massive meteor storm that will last for two months. Everything will have to be rebuilt and this steel mill will be the primary supplier of steel in that process.”
The reporter turned toward the camera with a blank expression on her face.
“That’s crazy,” the reporter said. The segment ended.
“How does that help?” I asked. “It makes us look like nut-jobs.”
John smiled and waved me over to one of the computer consoles.
“Watch,” he said.
The console was monitoring visitors to John’s meteor storm website. The current visitor count was just over 600 visitors. Within seconds it began to climb. The visitor count passed 1,000 and then 2,000.
“Bring the two back-up servers online,” John said.
“Both online,” a computer tech answered.
The visitor count continued to climb past 5,000 and within two minutes was well over 10,000 current visitors on the website.
“How many Bunker Builder’s Books are being downloaded?” John asked.
“Twenty-two hundred… twenty-three hundred,” the tech paused. “Twenty-five hundred books being downloaded at this time.”
John smiled. “First crack in the foundation of silence.” He turned to face the room. “What’s happening on Facebook and Twitter?” he yelled.
“Facebook visitors up by a factor of ten… make that twelve,” a tech answered.
“Twitter comments are exploding with over ten thousand comments per minute.”
“Positive or negative?” John asked.
“Hold on,” a tech said. “Looks like roughly seventy percent positive and thirty percent negative.”
John turned to me. “Not bad for a nut-job.”
I laughed. He really did understand people and the system.
“Tomorrow we launch Phase Two,” he said.
* * *
The next morning I was again awakened by a knock at my door just as it was getting light outside. “Time for a walk in the woods,” John said softly.
I quickly got ready and headed down to the kitchen to join John and Ed. After coffee and a bagel we headed out, this time to a different spot in the woods.
“Okay Ed, what have you found?” John asked.
“I have an old teammate who is connected to the DIA. Word is they are looking for Carl Palminteri,” he said. “That’s what the mole in your organization will be after.”
“With that in mind, who can we eliminate from our list of suspects?” John asked.
“At this point the only people who actually know who Palminteri is, are you, me, Tia, the pilot and copilot of your plane and the driver of your limo.”
John thought about that for a minute. “Okay,” John said. “There are actually two limo drivers, one during the day, and one at night. Only the night driver knows who Carl is. The day driver doesn’t know. So if Carl is the target and someone who actually knows Carl’s true identity is the mole, they would have him already. That should narrow our search down to the day driver, the Learjet 45 pilot and the co-pilot.”
That’s my take on it, too,” Ed replied.
“Suggestions?” John asked.
“I say we give them Carl Palminteri,” Ed said.
“What!” I shouted.
“Calm down,” John said. “Let Ed explain.”
“I know a guy in San Diego, an actor, who is Carl’s height and build. With some make-up we could make him look just like Carl Palminteri. We hire him, let him keep his own ID so the feds won’t hold him for very long, and use him as bait. We leak that we are bringing Palminteri into the fold, but each suspect gets a different time and place. Wherever the feds show up, we have the mole.”
“And what do we do with the mole after we find him?” I asked.
“Nothing,” Ed said. “Once the feds know his cover is blown, they’ll pull him. End of problem.”
“Won’t they just send in another mole?” I asked.
“Sure,” Ed said. He turned to John. “How long has the day driver, pilot and co-pilot been with you?”
“The day driver has been with me for over a year, pilot and co-pilot for almost three years.” John replied.
“And how long was the vetting process before you hired them?”
“Six months,” John replied. “The meteor storm will have come and gone before they can create another mole. Once we find out who it is, it’ll be over. No more threat.”
“How long do you want to take to set up the operation?” Ed asked.
“We need to do this slowly so it doesn’t look too suspicious,” John said. “We need to leak this over the next week or so. How long do you need to get your actor ready?”
“Couple of days,” Ed replied.
“Okay,” John said, ”let him know he has a job and start prepping him.”
“You got it.” Ed replied.



CHAPTER 15

I approached John privately. “What about the electrical grid?” I asked. “Everything in our society depends on electricity and the distribution grid that delivers it.”
John sighed. “There are certain parts of our infrastructure that are going to be difficult to restore: the electrical grid, water treatment, fuel processing and distribution — all of them are going to take a long time to rebuild. We have to focus on water treatment first. Too many lives depend on clean water. Supplies need to be moved, so fuel processing and distribution has to come next. The electrical grid will have to wait.”
“Okay, I get water treatment. What do you mean by fuel processing?” I asked.
“Crude oil has to be shipped from one place to another. Right now that happens with super tankers traveling on the oceans. After the meteor storm, we don’t know if any of the super tankers will survive, let alone be in operable condition. Next are the refineries. Crude oil is essentially distilled down into component parts, like gasoline, diesel fuel, lubricating oil and hundreds of other petroleum-based products like plastics and nylon. After the meteor storm, I doubt there will be a single refinery functioning on the entire planet. Rebuilding a single small refinery will take close to a year to accomplish.”
“So how do you plan to move supplies and equipment?”
“We will have to wait and do an assessment after the meteor storm, but right now the most efficient means of moving supplies and equipment is going to be the railroad. That’s where this country started before there was an extensive system of paved roads. I think we will have to go back to that.”
“Yes, but train engines still take a lot of diesel fuel. We aren’t going to have much of that to work with.”
“Several of our people have been buying old steam engines and reconditioning them. They run on coal or even plain firewood. It’s crude, but it should still work. Wood, water, a clear track and they’re ready to go.”
“How much track do you think will survive?”
“Probably most of it,” John replied. “The first product out of our steel mill will be railroad track. We are going to need to move food and basic medical supplies first, then fuel, tools and heavy equipment.”
“Oh no,” I said.
“What?” John replied.
“I just realized. A lot of our electrical power comes from nuclear power plants. How are they going to do in the meteor storm?”
“This is one of the great unknowns we face,” John replied. The pressure vessels may, or may not survive the meteor storm. It all depends on whether they receive a direct hit by one of the larger meteors. But the real problem isn’t the reactor vessels; it’s the cooling pools for used reactor rods. The cooling pools are fed cold water by electric pumps powered from the electrical grid. Most nuclear power plants have a backup system, but the supply for the cooling pools isn’t protected like the pressure vessels are. The meteor storm is likely to take out the diesel generators used for the backup power system. Once that is gone, the cooling pools will boil off and the radiation will quickly climb into the deadly range. All of this is likely to happen during the meteor storm, so nobody is going to be there to stop the process.”
“Do we know how far the radiation will travel?”
“Yes and no,” John said. “We know from military studies what the wind patterns are and how far the radiation will travel through the air. I have people making maps of the potential danger zones. But what we don’t know is what happens when the radiation makes its way down into the ground water and the aquifers. Entire regions of the planet may become dead zones, poisoned by invisible radiation.”
“So what do we do?” I asked.
“We monitor and advise people as best we can,” John replied. “I don’t see how we have any other choice in the matter.”
“I’d like to be part of the crew working on the electrical grid problem if that can be arranged.”
“Done,” John replied. “Hydroelectric plants are most likely to survive the meteor storm because they are built inside of huge concrete dams. The transformers are going to be the main problem. I’ll give you the name and number of one of our companies dedicated to making copper wire. You can start there.”
“Thanks,” I replied.
* * *
Activity in the communications room was reaching a fevered pace. Hundreds of companies were joining the Survivalist Network, offering their services and products at deeply discounted prices. They wanted to be part of the renewal of this country and have key positions in the rebuilding of the country’s infrastructure. True entrepreneurs had an innate sense of where things were going and how to best take advantage of what was coming. They had a clear vision of their future, and that future was with John.
Corrugated sheet metal manufacturers and suppliers were working around the clock trying to keep up with the demand, and still they were falling hopelessly behind. Redi-mix concrete companies went to hiring retirees to work extra shifts as orders for concrete soared. The mainstream media could hold the story off only for so long.
The following afternoon, a Friday, the main story broke. The Network News Channel featured the economic surge taking place across the country. I stood in awe, watching John orchestrate the events behind the scenes.
The Network News Channel covered the story and then went to a government spokesperson who warned people that the whole story was the result of fraud and not to get taken in by highly inflated prices and high pressure tactics from unscrupulous business people.
“That’s a lie!” I shouted. “There is no pressure to buy these supplies. And the prices are significantly below retail, not inflated.”
John walked over to me. “Carl, this is just how the game is played,” he said.
“Yeah, but people’s lives are at stake. They can’t do this!”
“They can,” John replied, “and they will. This is designed to stampede the sheep, the people who won’t think for themselves. We can’t help the sheep; we can help only those who are willing and able to help themselves.”
“That’s not right! It’s not fair!” I shouted. “Those people will die!”
“I know,” John said softly, waiting for me to calm down. “I can’t help it; it’s a process of natural selection.”
“Natrual selection?” I shouted. “We have to save these people. We can’t let them die!”
“Look, Carl, the reality is that in order to be saved, each person has to cooperate with the process. No cooperation, no survival. I know it’s brutal, but this is real life. It’s ugly, it’s hard, but it’s real. How many people survived the last meteor storm?”
I stopped and thought. “Less than a thousand on the entire planet.”
“And if we save a million, will this operation be a success?”
I thought about the numbers.
“And if we manage to save ten million, what then?” John asked.
With a current world population of over seven billion people, even ten million was a miniscule number.
“And if we can rebuild our infrastructure and jump start our technology?”
I remained silent for a time.
“Okay,” I said. “I do understand. I just don’t like it.”
“None of us like it, Carl, none of us.”
I looked around the room. Every eye was on us, listening to our conversation. The room was deathly silent. I looked into their faces. Each one carried the reality of life and death. Several had tears running down their faces.
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“We all are,” John replied. “But we still have to deal with reality, and this is what we can do.”
“I’m sorry,” I said to the group, “I didn’t mean to interrupt your work.”
“Carl,” John said, “everyone here feels exactly the same way you do. Everyone.”
I looked around the room. People were nodding. More tears were running down their cheeks.
“You don’t have anything to be sorry about,” John said. “You’re one of us. This is where you belong.”
Tia pushed the padded door open and entered. “John, you need to come upstairs, right now,” she said.
I followed Tia and John to the main level. A police officer stood in the doorway holding a piece of paper.
“May I help you?” John asked.
“Are you John, CEO of the Survivalist Network?” the officer asked.
“Yes, I am,” John answered.
The officer handed the paper to John. “You’ve been served.”
John took the paper. The police officer left and Tia closed the door. “I’ve been expecting this,” John said.
His cell phone rang. He looked at the display and answered. “Charles,” John said.
“Yep, simultaneous service,” John said. “Okay, we’ll comply. See you in court on Monday morning.” He closed his phone. “That was our lawyer.”
“Charles Edward Harrington the third?” I asked.
John smiled. “So he impressed you?”
“Got me out of purgatory,” I replied.
“And he’ll do the same for us on Monday morning in Federal Court,” John said.
“So what’s the paper?” I asked.
“Law suit alleging fraud, misrepresentation, libel, and a TRO, Temporary Restraining Order shutting down our website, Facebook pages and Twitter accounts, effective immediately,” John replied.
“And we can’t do anything about it until Monday?” I asked.
John checked his watch. “Yep,” he said, “Federal Court closed twelve minutes ago. It’s how they play the game.”
“So we can’t do anything for the entire weekend?” I asked.
“Oh, no, no, no,” John replied. “You and Tia are going to spend the entire weekend gathering all of the evidence you can get your hands on proving that the meteor storm is real and that the government knows exactly what is coming. Truth is our defense. The weekend is a double edged sword. It shuts us down, but it gives us precious time to fully prepare for Monday morning.”
“What about the operation downstairs?” I asked.
“I’ve been housing the computer techs at a hotel about twenty minutes from here and busing them back and forth. Most of them live in Denver. It’s time to move the entire media center to Denver. That way they can live at home. Everything will be primed and ready to go as soon as court is adjourned Monday morning.”
I looked over at Tia. She appeared excited at the prospect of hacking into more government computer systems.
* * *
The computer techs had all cleared out. The communications room seemed strangely quiet. Only Alex, John’s communications officer, remained, so we pretty much had the place to ourselves. We settled into two terminals next to each other.
“When I was in custody at the FBI office they got a sample of my DNA,” I said. “When they ran it through the federal database there were no matches. I know my DNA is on file with the Department of Defense. How did you manage to hack into the DOD database?”
“I didn’t,” Tia said. “Just like the Department of Motor Vehicles, we use someone inside the organization. There are a lot of people within the system that don’t buy into the propaganda.”
“I just wondered, because the DOD takes intrusion into their systems extremely personal.”
“I am aware of that,” Tia replied. “Even if you have the skills to get past their firewall, they have reverse tracker systems in place. They know who you are and where you are before you can get very far into the system. Besides that, they actually have three firewalls, not just one. By the time you breach the first firewall, you’re toast, and you still have two to go.”
“Ever know anyone who breached all three firewalls?” I asked.
“Nope,” she said. “I knew two hackers who breached the first firewall. In twenty minutes Federal Agents were all over them. They were in court for months. It cost their families everything they owned just to pay the attorney fees and the fines the court imposed. Not a pretty picture.”
“So,” I said, changing the subject, “where do you want to start?”
“I think we should go back to the NASA site and see what else we can find. We already have a user name and password,” she said.
“Sounds good to me.”
“Then maybe you can show me how to build one of the programs you used on the NASA site,” she said.
“Sure, I’d be happy to do that,” I replied.
We began exploring the NASA site and discovered the space-based radar images and the calculations regarding the size and movement of the meteor cloud. I checked the dates on the reports. All of it was after I had appeared on the Cy Cobb Show. I guess they took me seriously after all. We saved all of the images and reports in PDF format and moved on.
“What about the Department of Homeland Security?” I asked.
“Yeah,” she said, “maybe we can get something on that underground city in the Ozarks, too.”
By Saturday afternoon we had over four hundred pages of documents from NASA, the Department of Homeland Security, the FBI, and the Army, including over thirty companies who were contracting with the federal government regarding the meteor storm and the preparations that were under way. We forwarded everything to Charles for him to sort out and pick exactly what he wanted for court on Monday morning.



CHAPTER 16

Monday morning Tia and I rode into Denver with John. The limo dropped us off on 19th Street in front of the U.S. District Court Building. We walked in and through security, showed our ID and explained which court we needed to be in. Charles met us in the main hall and ushered us into the court room. The room was large with dark wood paneling and extensive wood moldings around the walls and crown molding next to the ceiling. A short two and a half foot wood railing fence separated the gallery from the front of the court room. Tia and I sat in the gallery section while John and Charles went through the short wooden gate and sat at the defendant table.
After a few minutes, a short man in a dark gray suit and gold silk tie entered from the hall and proceeded to the plaintiff table. He strutted, rather than walked, like a bantam rooster in a barnyard of hens. He wore a three piece suit with wide lapels that smelled of cigar smoke, his dark hair slicked back. The court clerk came out and took her place next to the judge’s bench, and then a Colorado State Police Officer came out and stood next to the bench. This, I presumed, was the court bailiff.
“All rise,” the bailiff said. “Court is now in session, the Honorable Stanislav Saworski presiding.”
We stood as the judge entered. He was older than I might have thought, with gray hair and wire-rimmed glasses. He was on the pudgy side but moved quickly up the steps to the back of the raised bench and sat down.
“We are on the record in the matter of the United States versus the Survivalist Network, docket number 127836-C.”
The judge looked over at the bantam-sized attorney. “Joseph H. Kravitz, Assistant United States District Attorney for the United States as Plaintiff, your honor,” the attorney said.
The judge then looked at Charles. “Charles Edward Harrington the third for the Survivalist Network as Defendant, your honor.”
“Very well,” the judge replied. “I see we are hearing motions regarding a TRO and pending suit for fraud, misrepresentation, and libel. Mr. Kravitz, you are up first.”
“Thank you your honor,” Kravitz said. “The defendant has engaged in fraud and misrepresentation regarding its claims of a coming disaster, for which there is no credible scientific evidence. This fraud has been perpetrated for the sole purpose of creating a public panic in order to secure large sums of money from millions of unsuspecting victims. The government has already debunked this supposed disaster publically on a popular TV show. The defendant’s website claims that our expert from NASA has lied to the public, thereby besmirching his good name and reputation.
“The United States requests that the Temporary Restraining Order be made permanent and that this matter be continued in Federal District Court for assessment of damages, fines and possible incarceration of the CEO, who is present in court this morning.”
The judge looked over at Charles. “Mr. Harrington?”
“Thank you, your honor,” Charles said. “The suit filed against my client is frivolous and an obvious abuse of process. The plaintiff has engaged in slander of my client and the falsification of its claims that led to the issuance of the TRO. We request that the suit and the TRO be dismissed and that the plaintiff be sanctioned for bringing this frivolous suit and falsified claims into this honorable court.
“Your honor, the plaintiff’s claims and supporting evidence are already a part of the court record. If I may approach, I have documents from various federal agencies that will demonstrate that the plaintiff’s arguments are indeed baseless and false.”
The judge motioned for Charles to approach. Charles handed a thick stack of documents to the judge and an equal stack to Kravitz. The judge and Kravitz took several minutes to look through the stack of documents.
“Your honor,” Kravitz said, “The United States objects to this so-called evidence. None of it is certified and none of it has any foundation to be accepted by this court. The whole thing should be rejected.”
The judge flipped through the documents. We sat there waiting for him to continue. Finally he looked up at Charles. “Mr. Harrington?”
“Your honor, as you have already noticed, all of the documents are on the letterhead of the federal agencies involved, or are from subcontractors directly involved with the associated projects referenced in the agency letters. As such, the documents are internal to the plaintiff and under Rule 1004 subsection 3, of the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure do not need to be certified, since certification may be denied by the plaintiff rendering the evidence inadmissible. Rule 1004 subsection 3 allows the plaintiff to provide certified copies to the court for the purpose of challenging the authenticity and contents of the documents.”
“Mr. Kravitz?” the judge said looking over at him.
“Your honor this is absurd,” Kravitz said. “The United States has no such documents or programs as described in these fraudulent and inexcusable substitutes for evidence. None of this is true and simply goes to demonstrate the extent of the fraud and misrepresentation to which this organization will go for the purpose of defrauding millions of people of their money.”
The judge looked over at Charles.
“Your honor, as you can plainly see, NASA has documented the meteor cloud and tracked it through space. The earth will enter the meteor cloud in approximately forty eight days, with devastating consequences for the planet and every living thing on it. The government has built underground cities, and is currently upgrading them and stocking them with food and supplies for the coming disaster. The public is deliberately being kept in the dark as to these events. My client has a First Amendment right under the Freedom of Speech and Freedom of the Press provisions to bring this subject and discussion into the public forum. The people have a right to know what they are facing and what they can do about it to prepare themselves to survive.”
“Your honor,” Kravitz said as he jumped to his feet. “I have reason to believe that this information presented as coming from NASA is actually the creation of a Carl Palminteri, a known terrorist who is currently wanted by the FBI. This is more evidence of the defendant’s connection to anti-government forces seeking to interfere with the proper functioning of the United States Government. These people are dangerous and need to be stopped.”
The judge turned to Charles.
“Your honor, I have no idea who this Carl Palminteri person is or where he may or may not be, if he even exists at all.”
I glanced at Tia. She was looking at me, smiling. I smiled back.
The judge looked through the documents again as we all waited. “Mr. Kravitz?” the judge said looking over at him. “Does the plaintiff wish to provide certified copies to demonstrate the false nature of this evidence?”
“No, your honor,” Kravitz replied. “As I said, these so-called documents are a complete fabrication. There are no actual documents that can be produced. None of this actually exists.”
The judge looked back at Charles.
“Your honor, the documents speak for themselves.”
The judge looked back at Kravitz. “Mr. Kravitz, I have been sitting on this federal bench for the last eighteen years. In that time I have examined hundreds of thousands of federal documents. I have seen my share of fraudulent documents, as well. In my estimation these documents look legit. Do you have any evidence to the contrary?”
“Your honor,” Kravitz said, “again, in the opinion of the United States there are no original documents and if there were, they would fall under the protection of the National Security Act, and as such would not be made available.”
“I see,” the judge said as he looked back at Charles.
“Your honor, national security deals with information that applies to the secrets this country holds private from other countries and in most cases from its own citizens. None of the information in your hands rises to that level of scrutiny. All of the information involved in this suit concerns the approach of a natural disaster with devastating consequences for the people of this country and the rest of the world. If a category five hurricane is headed for Florida, the United States has no authority to keep it secret. Indeed, the United States has the obligation to inform every citizen of Florida as to the extent of the storm and the expected damage and preparations that need to be made. That obligation has always been, and will continue to be, imperative. This disaster is no different. The United States Government has a moral and ethical obligation to disclose what is coming, if for no other reason than to give people time to prepare.”
“Mr. Kravitz,” the judge said, “Anything further?”
“Your honor, you have in your hands all the proof you need of the defendants willingness to commit the act of fraud against not only the people of the United States, but this very court as well. This behavior on the part of the defendant cannot be tolerated. The United States agrees that if there was such a disaster approaching, the government would have an obligation to disclose it to the public, and would promptly do so. But, as I have said, there is no meteor cloud and there is no threat. This whole thing is a fabrication on the part of the Survivalist Network to panic people and defraud them of their money. I therefore move this court to make the TRO permanent and allow this suit to proceed to trial.”
“Mr. Harrington, anything further?” the judge said.
“Your honor, it is perfectly clear that the plaintiff has filed this suit for the sole purpose of silencing my client’s First Amendment right to free speech. None of the information involved rises to the level of scrutiny required for National Security protection. This is a natural disaster and the information needs to be disseminated to the public. If the United States Government does not see fit to do so, then my client has every right to bring this information directly to the people.
“The plaintiff has abused the power of this court and the legal process in an attempt to deprive my client of his constitutionally protected rights of free press and free speech. You have the truth in your hands. We move this court to dismiss the TRO and the suit against my client, and we also ask for sanctions against the plaintiff. In order to prevent the plaintiff from engaging in this abusive behavior in the future, we request that the plaintiff be required to supply certified documents and sworn statements before any additional TROs or suits be allowed to be filed against my client.”
“Okay,” the judge said, “Ordinarily I would take this amount of evidence under advisement and issue my ruling later in the week. However,” the judge looked directly at John, “based on the nature of the evidence presented, I realize time is of the essence. The TRO is dismissed as is the associated suit. I am moved by Mr. Harrington’s argument, and find cause to grant the sanctions he has requested. Mr. Kravitz you may refile suit and requests in this matter only if you provide certified documents and sworn statements supporting your claims. Are we clear?”
“Yes, your honor,” Kravitz replied.
“We are adjourned.” The judge got up and walked back into his chambers.
“Okay,” Charles said to John, “the judge believes the evidence we presented today. It’s very unusual for the court to approve sanctions like this, so this is a major victory. You’re protected under free speech and freedom of the press. Start spreading the word.”
John opened his cell phone and punched in a number.
“We’re good to go,” he said. “Put everything back online.”
* * *
Once we arrived back at the cabin, John brought Tia and me into the kitchen.
“We won a battle today, but the war continues. We are going to need a bulletproof firewall for our website. Can the two of you work together and get that done for me?” John asked.
“How soon do you need it?” I asked.
“Yesterday,” John replied.
“No, I’m serious,” I said.
“So am I,” John replied. “Now that the lawsuit has failed to silence us, the cyber-attacks will begin, probably today.”
“How extensive do you want this firewall to be?” I asked.
“Let’s start with single wall, built so we can expand to double and eventually triple wall, with reverse trackers and Trojans from the beginning,” John said. “It has to be different from what you’ve done in the past because they are already familiar with that.”
Tia turned to me. “What’s he talking about, done in the past?”
I looked back at her. “I’ll have to explain later,” I said, “It’s a long story.”
“A triple firewall?” Tia exclaimed. “That’s what they use at the Pentagon. What is it you know about their firewall?”
“More than I’m comfortable with,” I replied.
“Comfortable with?” she said loudly. “Come on, Carl, you can’t leave it at that. Tell me!”
“Later,” I said firmly. “I promise, I’ll tell you everything.”
“Damn right you will!” she said with that fierce look on her face.
I turned back to John. “I’ve got a few ideas I’ve wanted to try.”
“Excellent,” John said. “Let me know as soon as it’s ready.”
* * *
Tia and I settled back into the computer stations in the communications room again. I started to map out what I wanted in the firewall, while Tia started to program the reverse trackers and Trojans. As we completed a section of code, we ran it through the compiler and corrected the errors it pointed out. Then we set it up in an emulator program where we could actually try the software out in near real world conditions. That uncovered issues we hadn’t seen before, so the source code was modified again, recompiled and run back through the emulator.
We broke for a quick lunch and later for dinner. The work was both exhilarating and exhausting at the same time. Around two in the morning, I noticed Tia had fallen asleep. I let her rest while I worked on. At four, my brain froze up and I had to stop. I stretched out on the floor and quickly fell asleep.
Tia woke me at a little after six in the morning. We went upstairs for quick showers and breakfast, then back to work. At seven, the phone at the communications officer’s desk started to ring. Alex wasn’t in yet so I went over and answered it.
“Hello?” There was a pause. “Carl?”
“Yeah.” It was John.
“Where’s Alex, my communications officer?” he asked, as the padded door to the communications room opened.
“He’s here,” I said as Alex walked in, “in the bathroom I think.”
“That’s okay,” John said. “You’re the one I need to talk to. Where are we on the firewall?”
“Making good progress,” I said, “we should be able to start beta testing some time tonight.”
“How about this afternoon?” John asked.
“Maybe,” I replied, “with a lot of luck.”
“We’re under serious cyber-attack and we have no idea where it is coming from or how to stop it. At the rate things are going, we will lose the website sometime this afternoon. We’re currently at forty percent functionality. I’ve got thirty computer techs here and they can’t keep up with the degradation of service. As soon as we fix one thing, two more things go down. We need that new firewall.”
“I’m on it,” I said. “As soon as we get close, I’ll give you a call.”
“Good,” John said. “I’ve arranged for a helicopter to fly you and Tia to the media center as soon as it’s done, so give me a half an hour notice to get the chopper to you. We’ll need the program on CDs to load it onto the servers.”
“Will do,” I said. John hung up. I looked at the phone and replaced it in the receiver. Alex stood in the doorway.
“Thanks for covering for me,” he said. “Family issues.”
“No sweat,” I replied.
Tia and I went back to work on the new firewall. At a little past noon, Alex brought sandwiches and coffee down from the kitchen.
“I thought the rule was no food in the room.” I said as he placed our lunch on a desk next to us.
“That’s the rule all right,” he said. “Anything else I can get for you?”
Tia and I laughed. “We’re good, thanks,” Tia said.
Just before four, I had Alex call John to send the helicopter. We ran one last test through the emulator, made a few small corrections, recompiled and linked everything into a final executable file. We heard the helicopter blades above us as we made the fourth copy on a CD.
* * *
John had a large section of the parking lot of the media center cleared so the helicopter could land. We ducked down as we ran under the moving blades.
“Here’s where we are,” John said as we came into the main computer room. “The website died about an hour ago. We unplugged from the T3 line, shut everything down and rebooted from emergency startup disks. There were so many viruses, worms and Trojans that we decided to wipe and reformat the hard drives and reload the operating systems on the servers. We have everything for the website on disks but none of it is loaded yet.”
“Perfect,” I said. “Let’s load the new firewall first, and then we can add the website.” I handed the four CDs to the computer techs, one for each of the four servers.
“Do we have a master console?” I asked.
“Over here,” one of the techs replied motioning us over.
I sat down and typed in the communications link I had programmed into the firewall program. Once the servers were up I activated the link.
“Okay,” I said, “this console will monitor the performance of the firewall and show us any intrusions, including source and location.”
The computer techs loaded the website back onto the servers and we activated the website. “Website is live,” one of the techs reported.
“Checking functionality,” another said. After a few minutes she reported back, “Functionality is 100 %.”
The computer techs cheered.
“Now comes the real test,” I said.
I sat at the master console watching with Tia standing behind me. After the website was up for five minutes the cyber-attacks started. The master console reported each of the attempted intrusions. So far nothing was getting through. A box at the top left of the screen displayed the number of attempted intrusions into the system, both current and total. A similar box on the upper right showed the number of successful breaches into the system.
The number of attempted intrusions climbed rapidly as the number of successful breaches remained at zero. Within two minutes the program began reporting the source and location of the attempted intrusions from the reverse trackers we had programmed into the system.
“John,” I called out, “you need to see this.”
John came over and looked at the screen. “What am I looking at?” he asked.
“These are the GPS coordinates of the computers that are being used to attack our system, and here are the user names of the people logged into those computers,” I said.
“So how do we convert the GPS locations into an address?” John asked.
I pointed to the next terminal over. Tia slid into the chair and brought up a program that identified buildings by GPS location.
“Here we go,” Tia said. She looked at the addresses and the names of the building’s occupants. “This is strange. I have two, no, three warehouses, a novelty company, a marketing research company, a crating and shipping company, and seven, actually eight vacant buildings. This doesn’t make any sense.”
“Actually it does,” I said. “They’re all fronts for DIA operations.”
“Are they going to know that we are tracking them and know who they are?” John asked.
“They’ll figure it out very shortly,” I replied.
I checked the intrusion display. We already had over a thousand total attempts on our new firewall, none of them successful.
“Look,” John said, “the number of current attacks is dropping.”
“It should,” I said. “Once they realize we are tracking the intrusions and know who they are, they will stop.”
“Why is that?” one of the computer techs asked.
“The DIA doesn’t want to leave any traceable evidence of their illegal activities,” John replied. “We have a log of the user names, ISP addresses, time of attack, and the substance of the attack itself. That’s enough to go into court and sue for damages.”
“Current attacks just fell to zero,” Tia announced. “It’s over.”
The computer techs stood and applauded. It was one of those rare moments in life when you were recognized for something worthwhile, something above and beyond what was expected. Tia stood up and grabbed me by the arm and pulled me to a standing position. The applause continued for another minute.
“Congratulations you two,” John said. “Well done. Really, well done.”
I turned to Tia. “It may be over for us,” I said. “But tomorrow the DIA will discover what the Trojans we downloaded to their systems do. It won’t be over for them for another month.”
“Payback,” Tia said quietly, “can be a beautiful thing.”
We both smiled at each other.
* * *
Tia and I rode with John in the limo back to the cabin. John implemented his plan to catch the mole.
“I’ve made contact with that engineer that used to work for NASA,” John said with his back to the driver. I watched for a reaction from the driver. He glanced in the rear view mirror and then back to the road. “I think we may be able to bring him into the organization within the next week to ten days. I’ll know more as I get to negotiate with him on a more regular basis.”
“Does he know about what we do?” I asked for the driver’s benefit.
“He’s the one who told us about the meteor storm,” John said. “That’s a good place to start.”
I looked out the window pretending not to be that interested. Tia noticed another glance from the driver. Whether or not this was our mole, the trap now had bait in it. John used the same theme the next day in the presence of the pilot and copilot of his Learjet 45. The following day John let slip the date and time for the ex-engineer from NASA to appear.
The first test came when John arranged for the Carl Palminteri lookalike to board his Learjet 45 in San Diego and fly to Denver. Ed, Tia and I were invited to witness the festivities.
We sat in the small coffee shop late in the evening and waited for John’s Learjet 45 to land. At 10:20 PM the jet landed. So far, there was no activity around the airport. John’s Learjet 45 taxied over to the hangar and entered. A few minutes later the Carl Palminteri lookalike walked out of the hangar and over to the coffee shop.
I was startled as he walked in the door. I felt like I was looking at myself. It was very disquieting and strange.
“Well, what do you think?” Ed asked looking over at me and Tia.
Tia sat wide-eyed looking at the actor. “This is spooky,” she said.
“Un-nerving,” I added.
“Convincing?” Ed asked.
“Oh, Yeah,” Tia replied, “If I didn’t know better…”
Ed motioned for the actor to come over to the table. “Frank, these are two of my friends, Tia Harkensen and Karl Koenig.”
“Pleasure meeting you,” he said offering his hand.
I stood up and shook his hand. Tia shook his hand, as well. We learned more about him during the conversation, as John’s Learjet 45 was being refueled. He was an actor in San Diego and had been in several television episodes during the last, year and was lined up to do a series of commercials. He was happy to land this gig for the money involved.
“Are you concerned about the possible bad publicity this might generate?” I asked.
“There is no bad publicity,” he replied, “or so my dad always said. You just have to make sure they spell your name correctly.”
We all chuckled and continued with small talk. When John’s Learjet 45 was ready, Frank walked back over to the jet and flew back to San Diego.
The next morning we were back at the airport. We spent half an hour watching everything that happened in the airport. So far, nothing looked even a bit suspicious. John’s Learjet 45 landed and again taxied into the hangar.
All of a sudden men wearing FBI jackets and U.S. Marshal jackets moved from the outside rear of the hangar on both sides and entered the front bay door.
“Those guys are good,” I said. “I didn’t see any of them until just now.”
“Pros,” Ed said.
We watched as they hauled Frank off in handcuffs and stuffed him in the back of a black SUV with red and blue lights flashing from the grillwork. The FBI walked our day driver to another car in handcuffs, just for show.
“One mole,” Ed said as he raised his coffee cup, “in the bag.”
We touched paper coffee cups and drank. “What about John’s limo?” I asked.
“Oh, his night driver just got a promotion to days. He’s about two blocks away. We can go now if you don’t mind my driving for two blocks,” Ed replied.



CHAPTER 17

Several weeks passed as more references to the meteor storm leaked into the mainstream media. Each report was prefaced with the reporter mentioning the lunatic fringe and rolling their eyes. Following each interview, the camera returned to show the newscaster grinning and shaking their head, like this was some gigantic joke.
Promotional flashes began to appear on the Network News Channel, gradually increasing in length, advertising a special interview on Sunday Evening titled “NASA Speaks.” Dr. Sheldon Woolser would appear and answer questions about the meteor storm.
We had an early supper Sunday afternoon and gathered in the communications room to watch the show. At 6:00 PM Mountain Time, 8:00 PM Eastern, the program began.
Woolser was introduced to enthusiastic applause. “Dr. Woolser,” the host began, “is there any truth to all of the rumors of a meteor storm?”
“Of course there is,” Woolser replied. “This is exactly how extremists work. They will take a small amount of truth and blow it all out of proportion to fit with their agenda. For example, we have the Perseid meteor shower which appears to be centered in the constellation of Perseus and the Leonid meteor shower in the constellation of Leo, the Lion. We have these meteor showers every year. Once in a great while we also have a meteor storm where over a thousand meteors enter the Earth’s atmosphere each hour. That puts on quite the show with one meteor every four to five seconds.”
“That’s a lot of meteors,” the host said.
“It sure is,” Woolser replied.
“And these meteor storms have happened before?” the host asked.
“Hundreds of times.”
“And the world’s civilizations were not destroyed?”
“Of course not,” Woolser replied.
“Prevailing scientific theory is that the Earth is pretty much the same way it has always been. When you look around at the landscape, this is generally what it looked like when the Dinosaurs roamed the Earth. Some of the trees and plants have changed, but everything else is mostly the way it has always been. The Earth is a very stable place for life to have evolved as it has.”
“And this idea of a meteor storm lasting for two months, how realistic is that?” the host asked.
“Two days is more realistic,” Woolser said. “Meteor showers and meteor storms have a lot in common. They start slowly, build up to a peak, and then drift off into nothing. Most meteors are no bigger that a grain of sand. It is rare for a meteor to actually hit the ground.”
“Well, doesn’t a large meteor hit the Earth once in a while?” the host asked.
“Of course,” Woolser said, “We have a meteor crater in Arizona as proof of that. But that is an extremely rare event. With our space-based radar, we are tracking large meteors and asteroids all of the time. None of these poses any threat to the Earth, and if it did, we would know about it well in advance.”
“So the group promoting the coming meteor storm is wrong?” the host asked.
“What you are referring to is an extremist organization that is trying to scare people into spending huge amounts of money with their own designated businesses. Their motivation is strictly financial. They have taken this simple idea of a harmless meteor storm and built it up into an apocalyptic nightmare. They are using fear and people’s general lack of real knowledge to create their own financial gain. That’s why I decided to come on this show and explain exactly what the true situation is and what these extremists are trying to do. No one is in danger. If they were, I would tell you.” The program devolved into a discussion of meteors with diagrams and photographs of bright streaks in the night sky.
John stood and walked over to me and Tia.
“I think we have to put the NASA space-based radar images on the website,” he said.
“They’ll know we hacked their system.” I replied. “They will come after us. You really think it’s worth the risk?”
“I don’t think we have much choice. Millions of lives hang in the balance,” he said.
I looked over at Tia. The look on her face told me she agreed.
“Okay,” I said. “We’ll get started right now.”
* * *
The following day we traveled with John in his limo to Denver to visit the media center. Everything was running smoothly with a minimum of cyber-attacks. Traffic to the website had slowed considerably after the NASA Speaks program, but with the news of the NASA space-based radar images being spread on Twitter and Facebook, visitors were returning in even larger numbers.
John’s cell phone rang. He talked briefly and motioned me over. “It’s for you, actually,” he said, handing me his phone.
“Hello?”
“Yo, Carl, it’s Leroy, Leroy Simms.”
“Hey, how are you doing?”
“Me and Moniesha are in the Network. I called that number you left with me. These are really nice folks. We’re already moved into this underground bunker.”
“I’m glad you decided to join us.”
“Yeah. After you picked up the robot’s head, I got to thinkin’ there’d be Hell to pay if they found that empty box in the Moon Room, you know? So, on my last round outside the building that night I picked up a large rock. I washed it off, rubbed some moon dust on it and put it in the box in place of the head. Good thing too, ‘cause guess what? Next morning the place was crawling with federal agents. They spent four days going through everything, and didn’t find nothin’.”
“What about the list of my personal property I left with Mike when I brought my computer into the facility?”
“Naw, man, it’s cool. Me and Mike talked when he came on shift. Once he knew your stuff was gone, he shredded your list.”
“Thanks, man, I really appreciate it,” I said.
“Hey, I ‘preciate you havin’ my back, too, man, thanks. Anyway, just wanted to say thanks and to let you know we’re safe, because of you.”
“Thank you, Leroy, give my best to Moniesha.”
I handed the phone back to John. “You’re right,” I said, “we’re making a difference. Thank you for believing in me.”
John smiled and pocketed his phone. “We can make a difference because of people like you and Tia, and everyone who is here. Thank you.”



CHAPTER 18

The next morning I was again awakened by gentle knocking on the door to my room.
“Got a special project,” John said. “See you down stairs.”
I dressed and met John, Ed and Tia in the kitchen for breakfast. After we ate, John announced that we were moving the robot’s head. We packed the head, computer and power supply back in the wooden box and headed out into the woods. We followed a small path for more than a mile when John stopped.
“Remember this tree,” he said. “It’s the only one like it in the area.” The tree was a large beech with smooth gray bark, easily recognizable in any season.
John turned off the path and into a thicket of brush. We struggled to get the box through the thicket. It was difficult going and seemed to take our remaining energy as we climbed through the thicket and up a steep hill. We emerged onto a small ledge facing a rock wall that rose at least a hundred feet above our heads. John sat down and rested as we gradually caught up with him. As we sat and regained our breath, John explained.
“As you may have suspected, we have a safe, secure location in which to ride out the meteor storm. This is where it is.”
We looked around. The only things there were the thicket and the rock wall. John took three keys out of his pocket, handing one to each of us. “I trust the three of you with everything I have. This key will allow you into the cave.”
John stood and pointed out an unusual mark in the rock wall. At the bottom point of the mark was a small key slot. John slid his key into the slot and turned the key clockwise. I heard the subdued sound of motors and gears working. The rock wall moved out slightly and began pivoting to the side. The door was constructed of fiber and concrete on a steel frame with natural rocks embedded on the outside to match the shape and texture of the rock wall. Even standing right in front of the door you would never guess it was the entrance to a massive cave. John stepped inside and several LED light clusters came on.
“So how do you get electricity out here in the forest?” I asked.
“Fuel Cells,” John replied. “Powered by propane. We have enough fuel to power the cave at maximum consumption for six months. A year if we conserve energy.”
“And how big is this cave?” I asked.
“Fifty-two thousand square feet of living area plus storage for supplies and other things.”
“Other things?” I asked.
John just smiled. “Come on,” John said, “let me show you around.”
As we headed back into the cave, lights came on in front of us and went out in back of us. Once we cleared the main door, it slid shut automatically.
“Infrared sensors turn the lights on and off?” I asked.
“We incorporated both infrared and motion sensors into the lighting system,” John replied. “Better energy management.”
John stopped at a small alcove and handed each of us a jacket to wear. “The cave is a constant fifty degrees inside, both winter and summer. Rather than heat the cave, we need to wear protective clothing to keep us warm.”
The cold air felt strange, considering how warm it was outside.
“Personal living spaces inside the cave are well insulated so your own body heat will eventually warm your room up to a comfortable level.”
“The air smells fresh,” I commented.
“Electrostatic air cleaners,” John replied.
Ed stopped and took in a deep breath of air. “What about oxygen content. With a lot of people in here the carbon dioxide levels could get dangerously high.”
“We also have scrubbers,” John replied. “Same kind used in nuclear submarines. They convert carbon dioxide back into pure oxygen.”
“Impressive,” Ed said quietly as he looked around.
“Over here is the mess hall and kitchen where food is prepared, and across the main aisle is the medical room for health care and emergency medical procedures.”
“So where’s the gym and theater?” I asked.
“You’re thinking of the opposing team, the one in the Ozarks,” John replied. “We’re a bit more primitive out here in the west.”
I laughed out loud. “Yeah,” I said, “I realize their budget is substantially larger than ours.”
John grimaced. “We do what we can. I just hope it’s enough.”
We walked for several hundred yards back into the cave before we came to our personal rooms.
“I also have a small communications room here connected to antennas hidden in the trees above,” John said. “I’m thinking this is the place for the robot’s head.”
“Well,” I said, “let’s see.” I connected the power supply to the cave power system and powered up the robot’s head and the computer.
NETCOMM is weak, but available. Appeared on the computer screen.
“Andy’s good with it,” I said. “This’ll work.”
“Good,” John said. “You can come out here and work with the robot’s head anytime you want. Just be careful that you aren’t being followed.”
“The forest is thick enough in this area that satellite surveillance shouldn’t detect us either visually or on infrared,” I said. “It’s a good location.”
“I’m glad you approve,” John said.
I looked over at him. He had that understanding smile on his face again. He had already considered satellite surveillance before the site was selected. I chuckled. John was two steps ahead, as usual.
* * *
Two days later, I awoke to the sound of the front door to John’s cabin being smashed in, followed by shouting. Within seconds, federal agents broke into my room carrying automatic weapons, dressed in padded black uniforms with black knit masks and goggles.
“FBI. Do not move.”
I slowly raised my hands. I was roughly thrown to the floor with one officer’s knee pressing hard into my back. My hands were secured tightly in plastic security ties. I was hauled out in my pajamas along with John and Tia.
“Remember the rule,” John said. Before he could continue he was struck in the back of the neck with a rifle butt. John fell to the ground and was dragged to a waiting black SUV.
The rule was “Do not say anything to anybody. Remain completely silent.”
I looked over at Tia. She looked back at me with a strong confident look on her face. I only wish I felt as confident as she looked. We were each placed in the back of a black SUV where we stayed for the next five hours, while federal agents searched every inch of John’s cabin. A large panel truck arrived and agents began loading all of John’s computer equipment into the truck.
None of us were accorded any bathroom breaks. After the two hour ride back into Denver I got a glimpse of Tia as we were brought into the FBI office. Her pajama bottoms were wet, just as mine were. I did not see John at all.
I was again placed in an interrogation room and handcuffed to the table. This time the entire angle of questioning was different. The only thing they wanted was for me to speak a sentence that was printed on a piece of paper. I looked at the sentence. It was constructed of words that I normally use. Then it dawned on me: the phone conversation with Leroy Simms. They must have a wiretap on John’s cell phone. They figured out Leroy was talking to me, but with my new identity in place, the only way they could confirm my old identity was with a voice print analysis. I refused to speak.
At 4:30 that afternoon I was removed from the interrogation room and offered a change of clothes — an orange jump suit, which I was happy to get into. I was taken by car over to the Federal Court House on 19th Street, and ushered into the back door. From there, I was brought by elevator to the fifth floor and into a court room. I was seated in a row with five other people, all of whom I recognized as computer techs from John’s media center. Evidently, the Feds had raided that, too.
The same old judge was already on the bench. I recognized Kravitz as the prosecutor and Charles was there for the defense. I saw John sitting in a wheel chair with a plastic brace around his neck.
“So, gentlemen,” the judge said flatly, “here we are once again. Mr. Kravitz?”
“Your honor the United States is seeking a court ordered voice print analysis for the six defendants present in this court room. We believe a known terrorist, one Carl Palminteri is among the defendants and we require a voice print to confirm his identity.”
Charles stood immediately and objected. “Your honor, the United States has all kinds of tests to confirm a person’s identity, including DNA, which is conclusive. Forcing my clients to speak, even for the limited purpose of voice print analysis is a strict violation of their rights so clearly defined in Miranda v. Arizona, 384 U.S. 436.”
“Yes, Mr. Harrington, the court is familiar with the citation,” the judge replied. “The objection is sustained. Mr. Kravitz?”
“Your honor, the six defendants present in this court room all fit the height and weight description for the terrorist Carl Palminteri. The voice print is the only way we have of confirming his identity.”
Charles stood. “Your honor, the government has already run a DNA analysis on all six of the defendants and none of them are identified as this alleged terrorist. As this court is aware, DNA evidence is conclusive. This is nothing more than an elaborate fishing expedition designed to violate my clients’ rights.”
The judge looked back at Kravitz. “Is that true? Has a DNA analysis been done?”
“Yes, your honor, DNA tests have been run on all six of the defendants present.”
“And?” the judge said.
“From the preliminary results, none of them fit the DNA profile of the terrorist in question.”
“Then why are we here?” the judge asked.
“Your honor,” Kravitz continued, “we have evidence, supplied by a Confidential Informant, on a recording in which we can positively identify the terrorist Carl Palminteri by voice print analysis. Based on Cell tower triangulation, we can place the terrorist in the media center of the Survivalist Network and as a close associate of the CEO, John.”
Charles stood and objected once again. “Your honor, this sounds more like a wiretap than a C.I. Does the government have a court sanctioned wiretap in place on my client, John?”
The judge looked back at Kravitz.
“Sidebar, your honor?”
The judge waved them up. After a few minutes of animated discussion, the attorneys returned to their tables.
“Mr. Kravitz, any further evidence?”
I had to smile. The fact that the recording attributed to a Confidential Informant had been dropped meant that the FBI was running an illegal wiretap on John’s phone. This was getting better by the minute.
“Your honor, we believe that the DNA profile on record for the terrorist Carl Palminteri may have been altered, which is why we cannot get a DNA match to one of the defendants.”
“You believe?” the judge replied. “May have been altered? What evidence do you have that this DNA profile has been changed?”
“We’re still examining the files, your honor.”
“I see,” the judge replied. “You really leave me no other choice, Mr. Kravitz. Miranda rights are sacrosanct. I cannot, and will not, allow the violation of a person’s Miranda rights. The defendants have an absolute right to remain silent and if they choose to do so, this court will not abrogate those rights. Motion for a court order requiring the defendants to submit to a voice print analysis is denied. Mr. Kravitz, you are hereby ordered to release the defendants immediately. Mr. Harrington, I see one of your clients is in a wheel chair. Is there something I should know in this regard?”
“Yes, your honor,” Charles replied. “My client was struck in the back of the neck with a rifle butt while handcuffed and in federal custody. My client was not resisting arrest and was not otherwise being disruptive. He was struck without provocation and has suffered a serious injury to his spinal column as a direct result of this attack by an out of control federal agent. Despite the obvious nature of my client’s injury, he was denied medical treatment for over seven hours while in federal custody.”
“Mr. Kravitz?” the judge said.
“Your honor, I have no knowledge of any of these accusations.”
“Of course not,” the judge replied. “Mr. Harrington, I presume you will be following this up?”
“Yes, your honor,” Charles replied, “we are preparing both a criminal complaint against the federal agent involved and a civil suit for damages and violation of rights.”
“Very well, then,” the judge said. “We are adjourned.”
The bailiff came over and removed the handcuffs from us. We immediately went over to John. “Right now I have two fractured vertebrae in my upper neck,” John said. “I have no feeling or control from the neck down.”
“Oh my God,” Tia said. “Is this permanent?”
“We don’t know,” John said. “There is a lot of swelling that is putting pressure on the nerves. We won’t know anything for sure until the swelling goes down.”
“What can we do to help?” I asked.
“The FBI is unlikely to return our computers any time soon,” John said. “I’m placing Carl and Tia in charge of the media center. Replace all of the computers and servers; get all of the programs downloaded from our offsite secure storage and get the website back up and running; same for the communications room. I have accounts with all of our suppliers, so money shouldn’t be a problem. If you need anything else, get with Charles.”
“We’re on it,” I said. “What else can we do?”
“Can the feds reverse engineer your firewall?” John asked.
“They can dissemble the machine code, which will give them the assembly language equivalent, but it’ll take them months to recreate the source code.”
“Okay,” John said. “Once the website is back up, add the second firewall, update the Trojans and reverse trackers. They’re coming after us — let’s see that they’re properly entertained.”
“You got it,” I replied.
“Meanwhile,” John said, “I’ll be spending some time in a private clinic, starting this evening. Charles will keep you updated on my progress.”
* * *
The servers were the last pieces of equipment to arrive. We paid extra to have them assembled and air freighted to Denver. The computer techs were busy running cables and downloading everything from John’s offsite secure backup storage. Once the website was back online, Tia and I returned to the cabin and started work on the second firewall. The computer techs would now have to use two usernames and two passwords, since the two firewalls operated independently of one another. Keeping the usernames and passwords different between the two firewalls made the system more secure.
We were just about finished with the second firewall when Ed came running into the communications room.
“John’s back!”
We bolted from our chairs and ran upstairs. A nurse in flower-print scrubs was helping John in the front door. She was short and cute with close-cropped black hair. John was still wearing the neck brace, but he was standing and walking slowly into the great room.
“John, this is a miracle!” Tia said.
John smiled, “Miracles come in all sorts of ways. What you see is the result of unconventional medical treatment.”
“What do you mean, unconventional?” Tia asked.
“Most damage to the spinal column is caused by the lack of oxygen, a natural result of inflammation. I just spent the last two days in a hyperbaric oxygen chamber with high dose vitamin C IVs. The swelling disappeared within six hours due to the vitamin C, and the hyperbaric oxygen brought the damaged tissue back to life.”
“So you’re going to be okay?” Tia asked.
“Yeah,” John said, “I’ll be fine. I’m just a bit wobbly right now, and I need to rest.”
“And the nurse?” Tia asked.
“This is Nancy,” John said “She’ll be staying with us from this point on. She’ll be part of our medical team, once we move into the cave. I’ll also be continuing the Vitamin C IVs for a while.”
“And your neck?” Tia asked.
“Healing,” John said. “The vitamin C is accelerating the process.”
“I didn’t know anything could do that,” Tia said.
John smiled. “Conventional medicine is only about fifty years behind the curve. Fortunately, there are some innovative physicians around who have the courage to go beyond what they learned in medical school.” John looked over at me. “How’s the new firewall coming?”
“Almost done,” I said. “We’ll be installing it late this afternoon.”
“Excellent,” John said, “I need to rest now, so if you don’t mind…”
We watched as Nancy helped him across the great room and into his personal section of the cabin. Tia and I headed back down into the communications room to finish the second firewall for the website.
Later that afternoon we rode down to Denver and installed the second firewall in the media center. The computer techs didn’t seem to mind having to login twice, considering the added security the system provided.
* * *
John, Ed, Tia and I were having breakfast when Alex, John’s communications officer, came up from the communications room.
“There’s something showing up in the news you need to see,” Alex said.
We followed him down and looked at the television screen. Police in black outfits were holding an older couple in their front yard as a large front-end loader drove over the chain-link fence and into their back yard. The camera image jiggled as the cameraman followed the piece of heavy equipment around the side of the house. In the back yard was a bunker, constructed right out of John’s Bunker Builder’s Book. The front-end loader began digging the dirt away from the concrete arch. A young reporter appeared on the screen with the front-end loader behind her.
“As you can see, the City of St. Louis has sent this piece of heavy equipment into the Jacobson’s back yard to remove the bunker that the city claims has been built without the proper building permit. The Jacobson’s claim that they did apply for the building permit, but the city refused to issue any permits for bunkers because there was no scientific proof that any meteor storm was coming. The city has had hundreds of complaints from people claiming that their neighbors are building illegal bunkers in their back yards. The city claims that these bunkers violate the building codes and are a nuisance. Last night the St. Louis City Council vowed to remove all illegal bunkers from the city. This is the first of more than a hundred bunkers to be removed throughout the city.”
The beeping from the front-end loader as it backed up drowned out the reporter’s voice. She looked annoyed and waited until the beeping stopped.
John opened his cell phone and called his lawyer. “Charles, are you watching Network News?” John said. “Yeah, St. Louis. Can you find a lawyer in St. Louis that will work with you to stop the destruction of these bunkers? People’s lives are at stake.”
John listened for a moment. “Yes, I agree, class action seeking an emergency writ and Temporary Restraining Order. Move on that right away and keep me posted on your progress. Thank you, Charles.” He closed his cell phone. “Arrogant bureaucrats,” John muttered.



CHAPTER 19

Major Samuels arrived at John’s cabin. John brought him down into the communications room.
“Hey, look who’s here,” Ed called out.
“The Major has an update for us,” John said.
“Things are happening rapidly,” the Major said. “The military has put together a plan to limit the damage to the planet from the meteor storm. The plan is on the President’s desk right now. All it needs is his approval.”
“Does it involve any countries besides our own?” I asked.
“It does,” Major Samuels replied. “The idea is to use our nuclear weapons to blast a path through the meteor cloud big enough for the planet to pass through.”
“Are you kidding me?” Ed said. “A path the size of the planet? Have you seen NASA’s map of the meteor cloud?”
“No, I haven’t,” Major Samuels replied, “but the plan comes from people who have.”
“Do they know it will take two months to pass through the meteor cloud?” I asked.
“Yes,” Major Samuels said, “they know.”
“And?” I asked.
“And they know we can’t stop all of the meteors. Many of them will hit the planet anyway. But, the plan is to use the shockwave from the blast to move the larger meteors out of the way. If we can limit the meteors to the smaller ones we can save our infrastructure. Our civilization will survive.”
“How many warheads will this plan take?” I asked.
“All of them,” Major Samuels replied. “All of our land-based missiles, all of our submarine fleet’s missiles and all of Russia’s, China’s and all of our allies’ missiles. Every missile on the planet will be required.”
“And they think everyone will go along with that plan?” I asked.
“It’s either that or we all die. Civilization as we know it will end. What remains of the population will be back in the stone age.”
We all sat in silence for a minute.
“So this is it?” Tia said. “Mankind rises to the challenge and finally comes together or we start over?”
“That’s the basic idea,” Major Samuels replied. “Yeah, we work together or we all die.”
“How come this plan doesn’t leave me with a warm fuzzy feeling?” Tia asked.
Major Samuels shrugged. “It’s the only choice they have.”
“Well,” I interjected, “that’s one way of disarming the world of the threat of nuclear weapons.”
“They’ll make more of them,” Ed replied. “Just because something is insane hasn’t stopped people from doing it.”
“So what does this do for our warnings and our plans?” I asked.
“It doesn’t change anything for us,” John said. “First of all, the plan is still classified, and secondly, the government hasn’t shown any signs of admitting that the meteor storm poses any kind of danger to the planet. Even if the plan works, there will still be meteors, we will still warn people, and we will still prepare to rebuild our civilization. Frankly, getting everyone on board with a plan that involves every nuclear power and every warhead on the planet is not going to be well received. If the plan had overwhelming public support, then maybe the governments would cooperate. But as long as the public is being kept in the dark, I don’t see any hope for the plan at all.”
“How can we get the public behind the plan?” Tia asked.
“Two things,” John said. “We increase the pressure on the media to acknowledge the reality of the meteor storm, and we leak the military’s plan to the public. That’ll put more pressure on the government to disclose the true nature of the meteor storm.”
“I have the broad strokes of the plan with me, but not all of the details,” Major Samuels said.
“Carl, Tia, can you work with the Major and get this plan on the website?” John asked.
“On it,” I said as we headed for a computer console.
* * *
As the meteor storm countdown reached ten days, the first reports of visual sightings of the meteor cloud surfaced on the Internet. The cloud wasn’t visible by itself, but it did block out a small portion of the stars in the early morning sky. Ed, Major Samuels, Tia and I got up at three in the morning and walked out to an outcropping of rock not far from the cabin. We had a clear view of the eastern skyline. Normally, rising stars would appear at the horizon and move up into the sky. Now the horizon was dark and no stars could be seen near the horizon at all. The black area extended up only about five degrees which left the viewer unsure of exactly what was going on.
Controversy over what was causing the black area on the eastern skyline raged on Twitter and other Blogs. Even the existence of the black area was contested by a number of people. The following morning the black area had expanded noticeably. By the time the meteor storm countdown reached eight days, the people claiming that the black area didn’t exist stopped posting comments. The shift in mood across the country was palpable.
That morning Network News began advertising that “NASA Speaks Out” was to be broadcast that evening. After an early dinner we gathered in the communications room to watch the show.
“With me tonight is Dr. Sheldon Woolser, NASA’s expert on what is happening,” the host began.
“Thank you, it’s a pleasure to be back with you this evening,” Woolser said.
“Many people are worried about the reported black section of the early morning sky. What can you tell us about it?” the host asked.
“The meteor cloud people are seeing is very large, by earthly standards,” Woolser said. “But that doesn’t mean the meteors themselves are that large. In fact, as I stated before, most meteors are as small as grains of sand. There is a lot of sand in this meteor cloud which is what is obscuring the light from the distant stars in the morning sky.”
“Are all of the meteors the size of grains of sand?” the host asked.
“Well, we have detected a few meteors that are somewhat larger than grains of sand in the meteor cloud,” Woolser said. “Some of these do pose a minor hazard to us on the ground.”
“Is there a plan to deal with these larger meteors?” the host asked.
“Yes, there is,” Woolser replied. “Our great military has presented a plan to the President to use nuclear weapons to disburse the larger meteors from the path of the Earth. All that should remain are the grain of sand meteors. They will put on the greatest night-time show in our recorded history. I, for one, am looking forward to watching the display these meteors put on in the night sky. It should be quite spectacular.”
“And is there any real danger to the people or the Earth from these grain of sand meteors?” the host asked.
“No, there is not,” Woolser replied. “The administration has asked local police departments and fire departments to be on stand-by, just in case anything actually makes it down to the ground level, which we don’t anticipate, but it is always better to be prepared, isn’t it?”
“Of course it is,” the host replied.
John muted the TV. “That was well scripted.”
“Yeah,” Major Samuels replied. “Right out of the Psy-Ops handbook.”
“Psy-Ops?” Tia asked.
“Psychological Operations,” Ed answered. “It’s part of the military strategy for controlling a target population.”
“Are we the target population?” Tia asked.
“Yes, we certainly are,” Major Samuels replied. “You want to keep the sheep as calm as possible before they discover they’re at the slaughterhouse.”
“That seems like a very gruesome analogy if you ask me,” Tia said.
“That’s how it works,” Ed stated. “They don’t want a panicked public interfering with their plans to move the VIP’s into the protected caves.”
“Or themselves, for that matter,” Major Samuels replied. “By the time the general public figures out what’s going on, all of the important people will be in lock-down in the underground caves.”
“So what about the plan to use nuclear weapons to clear the meteor cloud?” Tia asked.
“First of all,” John said, “there’s no public support for the nuclear plan, and second, it requires the cooperation of every nuclear power on the planet. That has never happened before.”
“But we’re facing a natural disaster that dwarfs all of our differences. Doesn’t that mean anything?” Tia asked.
“I would hope so,” I replied, “I would like to think we as people of the planet can come together in this kind of an emergency and overcome our differences.”
“I would too,” John said, “but it’s not up to the ordinary people; it’s in the hands of politicians. That’s why we have the Survivalist Network. That’s in the hands of ordinary people — people who actually care about one another. That’s what I put my faith in.”
“Okay,” Ed said, “how long before the meteor storm hits do the missiles have to be launched?”
I ran some quick calculations through my mind. “Something in the range of forty-eight hours, give or take.”
“So we will know if they actually use the missiles or not,” Ed replied, “with some time left over.”
“Basically, yes,” I said.
“And how do we verify the missiles have actually been launched?” John asked.
“Boots on the ground,” Ed replied. “We need observers in the areas where the missiles will be launched.”
“And where’s that?” Tia asked.
“Kansas, Montana, the Dakotas,” Major Samuels answered. “I can show you on a map where they are. It’s not like you have to be standing right on top of them. You can spot a missile launch from a hundred miles away.”
“What about missiles launched from submarines?” Tia asked. “We can’t see those.”
“The land-based missiles have to be launched first because they can be damaged by the meteorites.” Major Samuels said. “The submarines are well under the water and are protected, so they can be launched later.”
“How many observers do you think we will need?” John asked.
“Six should cover it,” Major Samuels replied.
“Okay,” John said, “that we can do. Show me where they have to be.”



CHAPTER 20

As I got dressed in the morning the realization hit me; one week from today the meteorites would be falling all over the globe. I headed out of my room and was walking around to the stairs when I saw the men in hunter’s outfits and rifles talking to John in the great room. Tia came out of her room. I smiled. “Good morning,” I said.
She looked happy to see me. “Good morning,” she replied. As soon as she saw the hunters and the rifles she stopped and grabbed my arm.
“Carl,” she said with a tone of panic in her voice. “John isn’t… Don’t let him do that.”
“I’ll handle it,” I replied.
I approached John as he sent the hunters out the front door. “Can’t we use canned meat?” I asked John.
John looked puzzled.
“Do we have to…” I motioned to the door.
John looked at the door. “Oh, that,” John looked up at Tia standing at the top of the stairs and motioned for her to come down. “You’re concerned that we are killing the animals?” John asked.
Tia looked both worried and distressed.
John smiled. “I have some places in the cave reserved for deer, elk, and a few moose, maybe some mountain goats, if we can find them. The hunters are using tranquilizer darts.”
Tia looked relieved. “What about wolves, foxes and bears?” she asked.
“They all have dens or small caves,” John replied. “The deer and elk have no protection from the meteorites and the fires. They won’t survive without our help.”
“I never thought of that,” Tia said. “What about cows, horses and other animals like sheep?”
“Each of our underground shelters has provisions for animals,” John said. “This is Project Ark, after all. What kind of an Ark would it be if we didn’t take care of the animals?”
Tears formed in Tia’s eyes.
“We have people collecting ducks, geese, cranes and herons,” John said. “We’re saving as much of the world wildlife as we can.”
“How do you decide what to save?” Tia asked.
“Personal interest, mostly,” John replied, “that, and what’s local. I can’t save African Tree Frogs; we don’t have any. But a Survivalist Network member in Africa can.”
“You have members in Africa?” Tia asked.
“We have members in almost every country in the world,” John replied, “Survival is a basic human instinct. Our cause resonates with a lot of people.”
“Do we have some sort of registry so we know what’s being saved and what isn’t?” I asked.
“Sure do,” John said. “Every member has access to the database.”
* * *
Getting up at two thirty in the morning and walking out to the outcropping of rock quickly became our nightly ritual. Each morning more of the visible stars were being swallowed up by the black abyss that was the meteor cloud.
Later that morning Alex called us down into the communications room to see what was happening. A reporter stood on the steps to the capital building in Washington D.C.
“We are here today investigating a report that members of Congress are not in their offices and cannot be located,” she said. The camera followed her up the remaining steps and into the main entrance to the Capital Building. An armed uniformed guard stepped in front of her as she approached.
“I’m sorry ma’am, but the Capital Building is closed today,” he said.
“And where are the Senators and members of the House of Representatives?” she asked.
“I wouldn’t know, ma’am. Have you tried to reach them back in their home districts?”
“I have,” she said. “They aren’t there, either.”
“Well, I don’t see how I can help you, then,” the guard responded.
“Will they be back in their offices tomorrow?” she asked.
“The Capital Building is closed for the rest of the week for repairs,” the guard replied. “So my guess is that they will not be back in their offices until the repairs are complete.”
“And when will that be?” she asked.
“I wouldn’t know, Ma’am. I don’t have anything to do with the repairs.”
The scene switched quickly to the White House Security gate. The same reporter approached the Guard House.
“I need to see the President,” she stated.
“Do you have an appointment?” the guard asked.
“No, I don’t,” she replied, “but this is a matter of national importance.”
“I’m sure it is,” the guard said. “You will still have to call and schedule an appointment.” He handed her a card. “You can call this number right here. They will let you know when they can fit you into the White House schedule.”
“Is the President in the White House?” she asked.
“For security reasons I’m not at liberty to discuss where the President is at any given time. I’m sure you understand.”
“The Vice-President — is he in the White House?” she demanded.
“Ma’am, I’m sure you can—“
“The First Family — are they in the White House?”
“Ma’am—“
“They’re not here, are they?” she said. “They’ve all left, haven’t they?” she demanded.
“Ma’am, as I said—“
“Is this because of the meteor storm?” she asked.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Ma’am. If you’ll just call and schedule an appointment…”
She turned to face the camera. “Why have the people running our country all disappeared?” she asked, “and why have they disappeared now?”
The segment ended and Alex switched to another channel. Nothing about the disappearance of the political leaders was even mentioned on the other stations.
“They’re all in lock-down in the underground cities,” Major Samuels said. “I’m surprised someone had the balls to run with the story.”
“Yes,” John said, “but without another major news channel running the story, too, it has no support. It wouldn’t surprise me to see the whole story die within the hour.”
“Was that a major news station?” I asked Alex.
“Local station in Washington D.C.,” Alex replied, “not one of the big national ones.”
Major Samuels turned from the screen to us. “It’s not going anywhere,” he said.
“Why not?” I asked. “They can’t just tell the news networks what they can report and what they can’t. This is America!”
“Look,” John said, “whether we like it or not, the major news organizations depend on access to government officials and the White House. Without access, their viewers fall to zero. Their entire business depends on officials and the White House granting them access to information and people. The networks all know that if they run a story without the acknowledged nod from the government they will lose their access, and the loss of their business will follow shortly.”
“So they call the White House for every story?” I asked.
“They don’t have to,” Ed said. “Each network has a CIA officer on staff who approves each story before it airs.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me.” I replied.
“And who ultimately controlled the stories that came out of NASA?” Ed asked.
“The DIA and the Pentagon.” I said.
Ed held his hands out, palms up. “Same deal.”
And that’s exactly how it played out.
* * *
Network News featured several experts explaining exactly how the missiles would intercept the meteor cloud and disburse the meteors. Conspicuous by its absence was any mention that the President had actually approved the plan or had any international support from other nuclear armed countries to cooperate in such an operation.
Two days before the meteor storm, Tia and I travelled down to Denver with John, Nancy and Ed. John wanted to be at the media center when the missile launches took place. Network News had been advertising that the launch would take place at four in the afternoon. Something seemed off to me, but I was having trouble putting my finger on it.
As four o’clock approached, we were treated to the images of military personnel sitting at control consoles going through their pre-launch routines. At four, the countdown began and the operators were shown turning both keys that were required to launch nuclear missiles. The tops of the missile silos were blown back and the monstrous Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles took to the air. Launch after launch was shown, with the most spectacular ones taking place in the dark.
“Why do we have a launch in the dark?” one of the computer techs asked.
I thought about his question. Then it hit me. The shuttle launches from the cape all arced to the east. They were using the rotation of the earth to add to the speed of the rocket to attain escape velocity. If the rocket arced to the west, the rotational speed of the planet would subtract from the escape velocity needed in order to attain orbit. It would take a lot more fuel to go to the west, so everything bound for outer space arced to the east. That meant the launches at four in the afternoon were headed in the wrong direction. In order to head into the meteor cloud, the missiles would have to be launched around midnight. They should all be night launches!
“John,” I said, “this isn’t right. The launches should all take place from midnight to three in the morning; otherwise the missiles would be heading in the wrong direction.”
“Carl’s right,” Ed added, “but that’s not the only thing wrong. The uniforms being worn by the military people at the control consoles are wrong, too. They haven’t worn that style of uniform in the last ten years.”
“It’s file footage,” John said. He opened his cell phone and called several of his observers near the missile silo sites.
“No one has seen any missile launches,” John said. “There aren’t any launches.”
“Maybe this is just a prime-time show for the public and the real launches will happen tonight,” Tia said.
“We can’t jump too soon on this,” Ed said, “If we’re going to announce that there are no launches, we have to be right.”
“We have to wait until tonight to be sure,” I added.
“Okay,” John said, “I want a complete analysis done with easy to understand displays ready to go by midnight. We go public if there are no launches by 1:00 AM.”
Tia and I spent the rest of the afternoon and well into the evening guiding the computer techs through the research and graphics development process, while John, Nancy and Ed headed back to the cabin. At ten that evening, John’s limo arrived for our return trip up into the mountains. We arrived at twelve-thirty in the morning and went down into the communications room. As soon as John saw us he shook his head.
“Still no launches,” he said. “I’m going to check once more at one and then I’m calling it.”
As one o’clock approached, John was on the phone with his observers. No launches. John called the media center and instructed them to put all of the information on the website and flood Facebook and Twitter with comments about there being no actual launches of nuclear missiles.
* * *
At two in the morning, Tia and I made one last trip with Ed, John and Nancy out to the rock outcropping to see the meteor cloud. We walked slowly enough that John didn’t have trouble keeping up with us.
“This’ll be my first look at the meteor cloud,” John said, obviously excited by the prospect. “Is it clear what it is?”
“Oh yeah,” I said, “it’s kind of like a mouse watching the Titanic closing in for a collision.”
“A mouse, huh,” John replied.
“You’ll see,” I said.
We arrived at the outcropping and climbed up the back side of the rock to get to the top where we had the best visibility. The blackness engulfed the eastern portion of the early morning sky, almost up to the vertical point above us. The moon was past full and on its way to the third quarter as it approached the meteor cloud. We stood and watched as the white light of the moon faded and turned to red. The moon was moving into the shadow of the meteor cloud, and like a lunar eclipse, the change in available light on the moon changed the color we saw. In a few minutes the moon turned a blood red color. Mesmerized by the drama taking place above us, we continued watching as the moon turned darker red and was slowly swallowed up by the meteor cloud.
“That’s what’s going to happen to the Earth, isn’t it?” John asked.
“Yeah,” I said, “that’s exactly what’s going to happen.”
We stood in silence for a while as the last portion of the moon disappeared into the meteor cloud. Each of us was totally absorbed in our own thoughts about what was ahead of us.
“Ever wonder what it’s going to look like when the meteors begin to fall?” John asked.
“I’ve taken a look at the timing,” I said. “The meteors will start falling over the Atlantic Ocean at about two in the morning, local time. The front edge of the meteors will follow the time zones, so at approximately two in the morning all across the country the meteors will begin. The impact zone will move from east to west and intensify until dawn.”
“How long will the meteors be visible before they start hitting the ground where we are?” John asked.
“My guess is that we will be able to see the meteorites about an hour before we start getting hit,” I said. “They will probably start near the eastern horizon and gradually climb into the sky overhead.”
“Do you think it will be safe to watch them before they get here?” Tia asked.
“I don’t see why not,” I replied, “as long as we are in the cave before the meteorites hit.”
“It sounds like you are planning to be there to see them,” Tia said.
“I am,” I replied. “This whole thing got started because of me. I want to be there to see it actually happen.”
“You want any company?” Tia asked.
“Sure,” I said, “I’d love some company.”
“That include me?” Ed asked.
I chuckled. “Yeah, that includes you,” I replied.
“This sounds like one I’m going to sit out,” John said. “How about you, Nancy?”
“My responsibility is taking care of you,” she replied. “I’ll be wherever you are.”
“So it’s a date?” I asked.
“Yes, it’s a date,” Tia replied.
“Yeah,” Ed said, “a date with destiny.”
“I see what you mean about the mouse and the Titanic” John said. “This is the most ominous thing I have ever seen.”
“Yeah,” Ed said, “It’s absolutely overwhelming. It makes me feel so insignificant that… Well, I don’t know what to compare it to. I’ve never had this feeling before.”
“Neither have I,” Nancy said. “It’s almost like the hand of God reaching out, ready to crush the world.”
We stood in silence for a while staring up into the blackness that would soon engulf the world in total destruction. Without another word, we made our way back to the cabin and went to bed.



CHAPTER 21

I awoke at six feeling tired and restless. I wandered around my room not knowing what to do. I got dressed and went down for breakfast. John was already up making pancakes and eggs.
“Care for hash browns?” he asked.
“Yeah,” I replied, “that would be good.”
John opened the freezer, took a package of hash browns out and spread them on the grill. Nancy came out of John’s room and joined us.
I began feeling anxious but didn’t understand why. As I was eating my eggs and hash browns the feeling intensified. I started walking around the great room, pacing, trying to figure out what was happening.
“Carl,” John asked, “you all right?”
“Something’s wrong,” I said. “Seriously wrong.”
“Like what?” John asked.
“That’s just it… I can’t tell what it is. I just know something is very wrong. We have to do something — I just don’t know what it is.”
Nancy came over and checked my pulse rate and looked at my eyes. “I don’t think it’s anything physical,” Nancy said. “Maybe if you sat back down.”
“I can’t sit down,” I replied. A sense of panic was starting to build in my chest. “I have to…” I looked over at John.
“The media center,” I said. “Oh God no! Get everybody out of the media center NOW!”
John grabbed his cell phone and speed dialed. “This is an emergency! Get everyone out of the building NOW! RUN!” John shouted.
“Carl, what the hell is going on?”
“I don’t know. Are they out of the building yet?”
John asked if they were out yet. I could hear the sound over John’s cell phone. It was loud. “There’s been an explosion,” John said. “How many?” he asked. He waited for a response. John looked over at me. “Two dead, more than a dozen injured,” he said. “How did you know?”
“It’s not over,” I said; the feeling of panic was still building inside my chest. “Go get Tia! Bring her down to the communications room, NOW!” I shouted as I headed for the stairs.
I ran to the computer console that controlled the dish antennas. I quickly checked the program that had the satellite locations on it and aimed it at the most likely satellite. No unusual activity. I tried the next one. Nothing. I aimed the antenna at one of the military spy satellites overhead. Nothing there, either. I stopped to think. There was another satellite, a new one. I aimed the antenna at it.
“Carl?” Tia said as she entered the room wearing her pajamas. “What the hell?”
“Get on the console over there,” I said. “I’ll have data for you in just a second.”
There it was. Two different frequencies were being used. I picked the first one and routed the data to Tia’s terminal, sending the second one to the terminal next to her. I ran over and sat at the terminal. I connected to the Internet and downloaded a program from my personal secure storage site.
“I’m sending you a program,” I said. “Once you get it, open it and enter the frequency you have on your screen now.”
“Okay,” she said, “I have it now. What am I looking at?”
“In the upper right corner of the screen are the GPS coordinates and direction. The altitude is right underneath it. Read them to me.”
As she read the numbers to me, I quickly translated them to a position and direction.
“Okay,” I said, “the drone is just north of Denver heading toward Colorado Springs.”
“Drone?” Tia shouted. “What do you mean by drone?”
John entered the communications room. “Drone?” John said.
“A military drone,” I replied, “like in Afghanistan. Only it’s here. It just bombed our media center. John, do you have any buildings in Colorado Springs?”
“Yeah,” John said, “a distribution center.”
“Get everybody out NOW!”
John speed dialed his cell phone, ordering everyone out of the building.
“Tia, in the upper left corner of the screen is the status box. What does it say?”
“2LGB,” she said. “No, wait! It just changed. Now it’s 1LGB.”
“Shit!” I said. “They just dropped a Laser Guided Bomb. What’s the altitude?”
“Sixty one two eighty feet.” Tia answered.
“Less the five thousand feet for the ground here in Denver… John you’ve got just under a minute and a half to get your people out of there. The bomb’s on its way!”
“It takes that long?” Tia asked.
“Yep,” I answered, “it takes time to fall through ten miles of air.”
I checked the status of the drone on my screen: 1LGB. This was the drone that hit John’s media center. I checked the GPS and direction. It was headed here, to John’s cabin.
“John,” I yelled, “get out of the cabin, take Tia, Ed and Nancy with you. The second drone is headed here.”
“What about you?” John asked.
“I’m going to see if I can take control of these drones.”
“You can take on only one drone at a time,” Tia said. “If you’re staying, I’m staying.”
“No. I need to know that you are safe. You need to get clear of the cabin.”
Tia looked over at me with determination in her face. “There’re two drones. I’m staying.”
“You said a minute and a half fall time for the bomb?” John asked.
“Yeah,” I replied.
“Has it been dropped yet?”
“No.”
“Then I’m waiting until it drops,” John replied. He turned and shouted up the stairwell. “Nancy, get Ed and get out of the cabin. You need to be at least two hundred yards away from the building! Do you understand?”
“Got it,” she yelled back.
John checked with his people at the distribution center. They were clear. I could hear the sound of the explosion over John’s cell phone from twenty feet away.
“Tia,” I said, “what is the direction of your drone now?”
“Three hundred and twenty degrees,” she replied.
I stopped and tried to visualize what would be in that direction.
“Boulder?” I said, “John, you have anything in Boulder?”
“Corporate headquarters,” John replied.
“Empty the building now,” I said. “Drone on its way to that location. ETA less than ten minutes.”
John speed dialed another number.
“How are we going to take control of these drones?” Tia asked.
I took a deep breath and exhaled. “Press control, alt, “L” and “I”, all at the same time.”
“It’s a login window,” she said.
“Username SH double oh seven.” I gave her the password and she typed it in.
“Okay,” Tia said, “I’ve got administrative access, now what?”
“Enter the command, all upper case letters, LOC, underscore, WEP, underscore, ABS.”
“Okay,” she replied, “and what does that do?”
“It’s an override command. It locks all of the weapons to the drone with a titanium pin. It has to be removed manually after the drone lands,” I explained. “They can’t drop any more bombs.”
“What about missiles?” Tia asked. “I thought drones all had missiles on them.”
“Mostly they do,” I replied, “but missiles leave smoke trails coming down from the sky. If you want to stay invisible you use laser guided bombs.”
“Okay, now what?” she asked.
“The picture you see on your screen comes from the onboard camera. Are you familiar with flight simulators?” I asked.
“Oh yeah,” she replied.
“It’s crude,” I explained. “Arrows for up, down, right and left, plus for more speed, minus for less. The letter L to move the camera left, R for right, F for forward and B for back. Aim the camera straight forward so you can see where you are going.”
“Got it,” she replied.
“John,” I said, “you have a protected place where you are keeping your Learjet 45?”
“Yeah.”
“I need the GPS coordinates and the direction for the landing strip.”
“You mean?”
“You’re about to be the proud owner of two military drones, one Laser Guided Bomb on each.”
“I’ll make the call,” John replied.
“Tia, the pilots of the drones will know they lost control. Spiral down in a gentle circle so they think it’s a malfunction. Once the drones drop below the radar level we head for the landing strip. That way they won’t know where they are.”
“Sneaky,” she replied.
“So why are military drones attacking my places of business?” John asked. “And in America?”
“I don’t think it’s just you,” I replied. “I suspect the DIA has figured out I’m working for you now. I think they’re after me.”
“The DIA has its own drones?” John asked.
“The DIA budget is larger than the entire CIA budget,” I said. “Plus they have access to any and all the military equipment and people they want. No questions asked.”
John looked at the floor.
“I told you, you were better off not being around me when we first met.”
“Without you we would have been totally unprepared for the meteor storm,” John replied. “Bringing you in was the best thing that has ever happened to us. Considering the alternative, I’m happy to have you here. Period.”
Once we landed the drones Tia sat back and looked at me.
“I know who you are,” she said, “what I don’t know is what happened to you.”
John looked over at us. “It’s time to tell her the truth,” he said. “You can trust her.” He turned and headed slowly up the stairs.
There were two things that terrified me: telling Tia the truth about me because I was sure I would lose her forever, and physical intimacy. I had fallen in love with her and realized now was the time for the truth I had been promising I would share with her. As much as I wanted to be with her, I knew that could never happen without a foundation of truth between us. As terrified as I was, the only way to get through this was to take it one thing at a time. I took a deep breath and began.
“I was the Shadow Hawk. I hacked into the Pentagon computer system. I got through all three firewalls. I had read that there were billions of dollars that the Pentagon lost track of. I wanted to know where the money went. I found the financial files. There was a complete accounting of money that went to foreign rulers, private contractors and politicians with Swiss bank accounts, some of them political figures in the U.S. congress. I stayed in the system too long, and they found me.
“I was sentenced to thirty years in a federal prison. I was only seventeen years old. When I arrived at the prison, the inmates immediately called me pretty boy. I didn’t understand at first. My first night there I was beaten up and gang raped. I spent the next month in the prison infirmary.”
Tears started to run down Tia’s cheeks. I began shaking. I took several deep breaths, trying to calm the fear rising within me. Slowly I continued.
“When I got out of the infirmary, I was returned to the general population in the prison. That night I was beat up and gang raped again. After another month in the infirmary, the warden moved me into solitary confinement for my own protection. I spiraled down into a black emotional abyss. I barely ate, I couldn’t sleep. They put me on drugs. I lost all track of time.”
I looked Tia in the eyes. The look of anguish on her face was almost more than I could bear. Tears began running down my cheeks. I breathed deeply several more times, trying to lower the level of panic swelling up inside my chest.
“After what turned out to be five months, an officer from the Pentagon came to visit me. He offered to move me to a lower security prison, where I would be safe, if I did some work for him. I agreed. That’s when I met General Strom. He had me revamp the triple firewall for the pentagon and add the reverse trackers so they could find hackers quickly. I wrote the program that found your friends and landed them in court. I’m so sorry. I didn’t have a choice.”
Tia’s hands were starting to shake. The tears flooded down her cheeks. I paused, trying to stem the panic that was now shaking my whole body. Somehow I managed to summon the courage to continue.
“They were impressed enough with my programs that they offered to commute my sentence if I would continue to work for them. They created a new identity for me, Carl Palminteri, and enrolled me at MIT. I finished my Electrical Engineering degree and a Master’s degree in Computer Science in three and a half years. I had a talent for controlling mechanical things.”
“I wondered,” Tia said. “Nobody hacks into a system for drones like that and knows the administrative override commands.”
“I wrote the program for the drones,” I said. “I distributed the login and administrative commands throughout the program so they wouldn’t be easy to find. It looks like that part worked. It’s just that all of the people who have died from drone attacks did so because of me.”
“No,” Tia said. “That’s not on you. That’s on the people who operate and fly the drones. If you hadn’t written the program, someone else would have, and hundreds of John’s people would be dead right now, including us. The only way we could save them is because you did write the program and you put in a back door that we could use to gain access to the drones. You didn’t kill anyone; you saved hundreds of people today.”
What she said was making sense. I really hadn’t looked at it that way. The shaking inside me was calming down and the panic was receding some, as well. I had shared the ugly truth and shame that was hiding inside of me, and she was still here. This was the hardest thing I had ever done. I never imagined it could also feel so liberating.
“And NASA?” she asked.
“NASA isn’t really a civilian controlled agency like it’s presented,” I replied. “It’s organized under the Department of Defense. They put me there to control the Mars Rovers. I also wrote their programs.”
“So what about the robot’s head?” she asked.
I had to smile. “That’s the strange part,” I explained. “I got into a shouting match with my boss, Dr. Sheldon Woolser over the information we were getting back from Mars. We found evidence of an ancient civilization on Mars. Not only that, but the Mars Orbiter photographed thousand foot high trees and migrating animals. There’s life on Mars and I believed that the public was ready to accept the truth. We’re not alone in the universe. Life is everywhere. But the Department of Defense had all of this information classified because they thought people would panic if they found out.”
“That argument got me sent to the Clark Street Storage Facility doing inventory work. That’s how I found the robot’s head. The rest you know.”
“What about relationships?” Tia asked.
“Relationships?” I said.
“Significant others?” she replied.
I shook my head.
“High school sweetheart?” she asked.
I shook my head again. “I was a real nerd in high school — didn’t really have many friends.”
“No high school prom?” she asked.
I looked down at the floor. “The night of my high school prom was my first night in federal prison.”
There was an awkward pause.
“In college?”
“Too busy.”
“And while you were at NASA?” she asked.
I shook my head. “I thought about it,” I said, “I just couldn’t. I…”
“A paid companion?”
I shook my head again. “I…”
“So you’ve never…” she asked.
I shook my head again. “Pretty bad, huh.”
Tia got up and took my hand. She led me up the stairs to the great room. The terror of the emotional abyss started to come back. I was breathing hard and fast, trying my best not to panic. My cheeks were starting to tingle, as were my hands and arms. I was feeling disoriented as we crossed the kitchen to the stairs that led up to our rooms. A third of the way up the stairs I stumbled and fell to the steps.
“Carl, you’re trembling,” she said.
I couldn’t stop shaking. I started weeping and couldn’t stop that, either. The intimacy that I knew she wanted had me so terrified that I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. I felt so panicked that my brain froze. I couldn’t think. I was just so filled with fear and raw emotion that I was paralyzed, unable to function at all.
“Oh, God, Carl,” she said, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t understand.” She held me tight and rocked me in her arms as she sat on the steps.
I heard John’s voice. “Okay,” he said quietly. “The denial is over. Now he can start healing. You can help him if you want to take this on.”
“I do,” Tia said quietly. “I do.”
“Nancy was a rape counselor as well as a nurse,” John said. “Talk to her. She can help.”



CHAPTER 22

We had moved our personal belongings to the cave during the past week along with most of the equipment from John’s cabin. Alex left the main screen and the television receivers connected in the communications room. I had gradually recovered from my panic attack. John and Tia said nothing about it.
“One last check of the news?” Alex asked.
“Sure,” I said.
Tia came into the communications room as Alex selected Network News on the receiver. “Tonight is going to be the greatest celestial display in the recorded history of the world,” the reporter said. “And people are gathering by the millions to see it.”
The scene showed a pudgy man sitting in a lawn chair with a glass of beer in his hand. Next to him on a table was a half keg and snack food. To the right of the table was a large barbeque.
“Meteor party!” the man shouted, raising his glass of beer into the air. “Eeee, haa!”
“The meteor display is still eight hours away, and already people are celebrating,” the reporter continued. “This is going to be the biggest party since the turn of the millennium. Stay tuned as we provide continuing coverage of the meteor display.”
“They have no idea what is coming, do they?” I asked.
“We sent all of the media companies a complete packet with all of the backup data and research in it,” Alex said. “It’s not like they didn’t have a clue. We told them. They simply have chosen to ignore everything we have said.”
“This is really depressing, and sad,” Tia said.
“Seen enough?” Alex asked.
“Yeah,” Tia replied. “Meteor parties.” She shook her head and started up the stairs.
“Hang on,” I said. “I’m coming with you.”
John was in the kitchen fixing our last meal in the cabin.
“They’re having meteor parties,” Tia announced.
John exhaled and hung his head. Ed came down the stairs from his room. “Meteor parties?” he asked. “Did I hear that correctly?” Tia nodded. Ed shook his head.
“You never did explain how you knew the media center was going to be attacked,” John said, looking at me.
“I think it’s the medallion,” I replied, as I took it out from under my shirt. “Tia checked it out. Each of the bumps on the medallion resonates at a specific biological frequency. Each body system, like the liver or kidneys, has its own frequency. The medallion has five more frequencies than we have physical body systems. I think the center bump is for our intuition, which is what warned me of the attack on the media center.”
“That’s handy,” Ed said.
“What are the other bumps for?” John asked.
“I don’t know yet,” I replied. “As we figure it out, I’ll let you know.”
“Well, you saved the lives of a lot of people today,” John said. “Thank you.”
“I just wish I could have recognized it sooner,” I said. “Then nobody would have had to die.”
“Some things you can’t stop,” John said.
“Yeah,” Tia replied. “Like meteor parties.”
On that somber note, we sat down for dinner.
* * *
After dinner, we made our final journey from the cabin to the cave. All of the other people in John’s local group were already there. All in all, we had over three hundred people in the cave. As midnight passed I began to get anxious again. I sat in my personal enclosure and calmed my mind. I wanted to go to the rock outcropping and watch the beginning of the meteor storm, but the anxiety I was experiencing told me there might be a problem if I went. After considerable thought, I decided I would go anyway.
At twelve-forty, I met with Tia and Ed for the twenty minute walk to the rock outcropping. Each of us had a flashlight and a bottle of water. Ed carried a satchel slung over his shoulder.
“What are you bringing?” I asked.
He reached into the satchel and brought out several light green sticks.
“Glow sticks,” he said, “to light our way back to the cave. Wouldn’t want to get lost, would we?”
Tia and I smiled. “No,” I said, “we wouldn’t want to get lost.”
John walked over to the door. “You sure you want to go?” he asked.
“Yep,” I replied, “I need to see this.”
“Okay,” he said, “I’ll be waiting here by the door for you.”
“Thanks,” I replied. “See you in a little over an hour.”
We worked our way through the thicket down to the small path that led to the rock outcropping. Ed pulled out two glow sticks, broke and shook them. The green glow was brighter than I expected it to be.
“How long do they last?” I asked.
“Three to four hours,” Ed replied. “Plenty of time for our mission.”
“Mission, huh?” I said.
“Seems like it is to you,” Ed replied. “That’s enough for us.”
I looked over at Tia. She smiled. Ed dropped the two glow sticks in the path by the large tree so we knew where the end of the path was. As we walked, Ed took more glow sticks out of the satchel, broke and shook them and dropped them on the path, spread out enough where we could see the next glow stick from the one in our current position.
We climbed up onto the rock outcropping and settled in to wait for the meteors. We didn’t have to wait long. The sky was clear, as usual for this time of year. On the horizon, small streaks of light began moving down and disappearing behind the curvature of the earth. As the meteors moved closer, we began to see more of them. The edge of the meteor storm was thin, with the meteors appearing higher in the sky. As the storm progressed the meteors became more abundant, filling the lower part of the sky with more and more streaks until the very lowest point of the sky turned a solid red color. The closer the meteor storm got, the higher the solid red portion of the sky moved up. It now looked like a solid wall of fire falling from the sky.
Ed checked his watch. “Time to go,” he said.
We climbed down the rock and headed back to the cave, the glow sticks guiding our way. We were about five minutes from the cave when Tia stopped.
“What’s that?” she asked, shining her flashlight further down the path.
It was hard to make out exactly. Small yellow dots were spread out across the path ahead of us. I put my hand in front of Tia’s flashlight. The yellow dots disappeared. Both Ed and I adjusted our flashlights from wide angle to spot focus and pointed them down the path.
“Animal eyes,” Ed said.
We moved slowly forward to get a better view of what was ahead of us on the path.
“Guys?” Tia said. “Are they?”
“Wolves,” Ed replied.
“I thought wolves were more like German Shepherds,” Tia said, “you know, sixty to seventy five pounds. These are…”
“Yeah,” Ed replied, “a lot larger.”
The wolves were at least waist high and were clearly one fifty to two hundred pounds each.
“We should have brought a gun,” I said.
“I did,” Ed replied, “but I don’t think it’s going to do us much good.”
“Why not?” I asked.
“I’ve read about these. I just never expected to actually see one,” Ed replied.
“If we just shoot the gun, won’t they run away?” I asked.
“Not these,” Ed said. “I’ve got seven shots in the gun and seven in another clip. That’s fourteen shots. I count more than twenty pairs of eyes.”
“How many of these wolves do you think it would take to get us?” Tia asked.
“One,” Ed replied.
The wolves started moving closer to us. We could see them licking their chops.
“Oh man,” Ed said, “it just occurred to me. John’s been sedating the deer and Elk and moving them into the cave. These guys probably haven’t had anything to eat in the last week.”
“And we’re what… dinner?” Tia shrieked.
I swung my flashlight around and looked at the trees.
“Shit,” I said. “There’s nothing we can climb. All of the trees are at least twenty feet up before you get any branches.”
We heard noises moving on both sides of us.
“They’re flanking us,” Ed said.
“We should run,” Tia said.
“No!” Ed shouted. “These are predators. When you run, you act like prey. That triggers an attack.”
“And just standing here doesn’t?” Tia shouted in return.
“Calm down,” I said, “I’ve got to think.”
The wolves were closing in. We could see them more clearly now.
“These are like Frankenwolves,” Tia said. “How did they get so big?”
“They’re not natural to the area,” Ed said. “They’re a hybrid between Canadian Gray wolves and Alaskan Timber wolves.”
“And they what? Walked here?” Tia asked.
“They were planted here for biodiversity,” Ed explained.
“By…?” Tia asked.
Ed looked over at her.
“No. Don’t tell me,” Tia replied. “A government program? You have got to be kidding me.”
“Sorry,” Ed said.
The wolves walked closer to us. They formed a circle around us about twenty feet away. Ed drew his gun and pulled the slide back and released it, loading a round into the chamber.
“I’ll get as many as I can,” Ed said. “But…”
They were all still licking their chops.
I heard a whoosh and the snapping of several tree branches as a meteorite hit the ground to the left of us with a loud thud. Immediately fire broke out where the meteorite hit. The wolves looked over at the fire and then back at us. They didn’t move. I heard another whoosh and more branches breaking, followed by another heavy thud to the right of us. A second fire started. The wolves looked at the second fire and then back to us. Again, they didn’t move.
A third meteorite crashed through the trees and hit the ground behind us, starting another fire. The entire pack of wolves bolted into the forest and was gone in a matter of seconds.
“Now we run!” Ed shouted.
We raced up the path toward the cave with our flashlight beams swinging wildly in front of us and meteorites crashing to the ground all around us. A golf ball sized meteorite glanced off a tree and careened diagonally in front of us. The glow sticks were getting harder to see because of the increasing amount of red light from the fires behind us. We reached the large tree that John showed us and scrambled through the thicket.
John was standing in the doorway to the cave waving us in. “What happened?” John asked. “I expected you much earlier.”
Once we were inside, John closed the rock door. All three of us were out of breath.
“Wolves,” Tia managed to say.
“What?” John said in a loud tone. “I’ve never seen any wolves around here.”
“Well,” Tia said, “they’re here now.”
“I thought Carl had this new sense of intuition going for us,” John said.
“Yeah, Carl,” Ed added.
Tia looked at me. “So what the hell happened? Why didn’t it work?”
“Well,” I said sheepishly, “it did work. I just wanted to see the meteor storm. Besides, it didn’t seem like that big of a deal.”
“Carl!” Tia complained.
“Tell you what, buddy,” Ed said, poking his finger into my chest, “from now on you tell us about everything, no matter if you think it’s no big deal, so we can decide for ourselves.”
Tia was fuming. “Everything,” she stated emphatically.
“Okay, okay,” I said, “I’ll let you know about everything.”
“Good,” John said, “now that we have that settled.”
“Almost getting eaten by a pack of Frankenwolves and it’s no big deal,” Ed said as he walked away shaking his head.
“Ya gotta share, Carl,” Tia stated as she also walked away.
John looked around. “Well,” he said, “that went well.”
I headed for my personal enclosure without saying a word.
* * *
Our personal enclosures were insulated wood boxes with a door. Mine was located next to Tia’s. The enclosure measured eight feet high, eight feet wide and ten feet long. A closet was constructed at the back of the enclosure with shelves along one wall to store our personal things. A thin mattress served as a bed. It rolled up to allow more room for the day’s activities. John had provided a light switch for the LED lighting system and a single outlet for personal electrical items. It was sparse at best, but it would have to do. A chair would have been nice, but that seemed like a luxury at this point. Each room had an LCD clock on the shelf. When the lights were off it would have been pitch black, if not for the backlit display on the clock. It allowed us to move around and still see something.
I was exhausted. It had been a long and trying day. I changed into my pajamas and covered up with the two blankets that came with the room. The Futon wasn’t that soft, but it was better than nothing. I had been mostly free of the nightmares that plagued me in prison, but tonight they returned with a vengeance.
I awoke to the sound of someone pounding on my door. I was shaking as I stumbled to the door.
“Carl, it’s Tia. Open the door!” She continued pounding until I opened the door.
“What?” I asked.
She looked me over quickly with an alarmed expression on her face. “You were screaming,” she said.
I looked down at the floor. “I had a nightmare, that’s all,” I replied.
“That’s all?” she said. “You sounded terrified.”
“It’s okay,” I replied, “I…”
“No,” she said firmly. “It’s not okay. I’m here to protect you.”
“I don’t need—“
“Yes, you do,” she replied. “You need me. I’m here for you. I talked with Nancy and she said you shouldn’t be alone right now, especially with the nightmares.”
“Tia, I…”
“Carl, stop and look at you. You’re still trembling. You’re sweating and your hair and pajamas are soaked. I’m taking care of you.”
The cold air from the cave was soaking through my pajamas. I felt like I was freezing. Tia quickly went inside her personal enclosure and came out carrying her pillow and blankets.
“Inside,” she said. I moved back into my enclosure. She came in and closed the door. I couldn’t stop shaking. Tears began flooding my eyes and I heard a wailing sound come out of my mouth. I couldn’t stop. Tia quickly took my pajamas off and put clean ones on me. She wrapped me in the blankets and helped me lie down on the bed. She sat against the side wall and cradled me in her arms with her blankets wrapped around both of us. I wept harder than I could remember, until I finally fell asleep.
* * *
I awoke feeling as if I had been beat up. Everything hurt. I looked up. Tia was still sitting up; sound asleep with her mouth hanging open. She looked cute that way, but I doubt she would have agreed. I didn’t want to wake her, but even the small movements I made were enough to do the job. She opened her eyes and looked at me.
“You okay?” she asked quietly.
“Yeah, I’m just really sore for some reason.”
“I’m not surprised,” she said. “You’ve been through a severe trauma and it’s got to come out.”
“Yeah, but after all of this time, I thought…”
“You weren’t ready to process it until now.”
“So why now?”
“Maybe it’s safe to deal with it now. You’re away from the system that did this to you; you’re out from under their control.”
It made a certain amount of sense. “Look, I…”
“Don’t apologize,” she said, “Nancy told me healing from this kind of trauma is a long and painful process. The only way is through it. I understand. You can’t offend me, you aren’t imposing on me. We’re doing this together. I’m here for you, no matter what it takes — I’m here.”
I started crying again. My hands were shaking. I held on to her.
“It’s alright, I’m here.”
* * *
I woke up, surprised to learn that I had fallen back to sleep.
“Feeling a little better?” she asked.
“Yeah, I think so.” I looked at the clock; it was almost nine in the morning.
“We should get up and get our showers and some breakfast.”
John had provided each of us with terry bath robes and slippers. Tia opened the door to my room and went next door to get her robe. Several people were rushing down the aisle in the cave. I saw Ed and called out to him.
“Hey, what’s going on?”
“The forest fire outside,” he said. “The doors to the cave are overheating. We’re afraid they may fail.”
“They don’t have a heat sink?” I asked.
“A what?”
“Something to draw the heat away from the critical parts. Every computer processor has a heat sink on it to draw the heat out and keep it functioning.”
“That’s not going to work,” Ed replied. “You can’t do that to an entire door.”
“Why not?” I asked.
“Why not what?” Tia asked as she came out of her room.
“The cave doors are overheating and are likely to fail,” I explained. “They need a heat sink.”
“Of course they do,” Tia replied. “Let’s go see what we can do.”
When we arrived at the main door, people were running back and forth carrying buckets of water and throwing them on the door.
Ed introduced us. “Tia and Carl, this is Randy. He’s head of maintenance.”
“The concrete fiber mix is starting to break down from the heat,” Randy said. “We’re trying to keep the door bathed in water, but between the heat and the water the door is disintegrating. If the door fails we lose all of our oxygen to the fire, the cave will fill with smoke and we all die.”
“How much Aluminum do you have?” Tia asked.
“Aluminum?” Randy said. “Uhhh… we have some sheet metal, some angle stock and some liquid Aluminum.
“Liquid Aluminum?” I asked.
“Yeah, paste like stuff,” Randy said. “You spread it into cracks and it hardens. You can drill into it just like regular metal. We use it to anchor all of the personal space enclosures to the rock walls of the cave.”
Tia and I looked at each other. “Get it,” we both said at the same time. “Bring all of the Aluminum you have to this door, and tools; saws and drills,” I said.
“I’ll go check the other door,” Tia said. “I’ll be right back.”
I looked closely at the structure of the door. The steel frame held the concrete fiber mixture in place. The spacing looked good for what we needed.
“Okay,” I said, “cut the angle pieces here, here and here. Cut the sheet metal one foot wide, same length as the angle pieces. What have you got for screws?”
“Self-tapping sheet metal. Will these do?” Randy asked.
“You bet,” I replied. “Attach the sheet metal to the angle pieces with the screws like this, here, here and here.”
“Got it,” Randy said as his people went to work.
When the first piece was ready I showed him where it fit on the door.
“Okay, spread the liquid Aluminum on the concrete part of the door where this fits, and set the angle piece into the liquid Aluminum,” I said. “You’re going to have to move fast. With this heat the Aluminum is going to set up very quickly.”
Randy set the first angle piece into the liquid Aluminum with the sheet metal sticking out into the cave.
“Ouch!” Randy shouted. “Damn, that didn’t take long to get hot.”
“That’s the point,” I said. “The Aluminum paste delivers the heat to the angle and then on to the sheet metal which radiates the heat into the air. You can spray the sheets down with water if you need to move more heat out of the door.”
“I got it,” Randy said, “and the next piece goes right here?”
“Exactly,” I replied, “all the way across the door. Same spacing.”
Randy’s people formed a quick assembly line cutting the angle pieces, attaching the sheet metal and mounting them on the door with the liquid Aluminum.
Tia returned. “The other door isn’t as bad as this one,” she said. “Probably the thicket outside is burning really hot right now.”
We heard a loud thud. Some small rocks fell from the ceiling.
“Large meteorite hit the mountain,” Randy said. “Third one since this all started. I just pray that one that size doesn’t hit the door.”
I grimaced at the thought.
“This looks like it’s working. Thanks guys, uh… I mean lady.”
Tia grinned. “Guys is fine.”
“We’re almost done here. We’ll get the other door right away.”
Tia and I strolled back to the showers. “I enjoy solving problems like that,” Tia said.
“Yeah, me too,” I replied, “I just wish the problems on the inside were as easy to fix.”
“It’s a matter of scale,” Tia replied. “How long did it take to put a man on the moon, or a lander on Mars?”
I stopped and looked at her.
“Fixing you inside is a lot less complicated than those were. It’s not going to take as long as you might think.”
“I hope not.”
She reached her arm around me and squeezed me close to her. It felt good.



CHAPTER 23

That night the nightmares returned. I developed an appreciation for people who self-medicate. I’d have done a lot of things to reduce the emotional pain I was experiencing. Tia pointed out that if I just dull the pain, it never really goes away. You have it forever, so self-medicating simply prolongs the problem, and the agony. The only way was to deal with the issues and seek to resolve them. That was a long and painful process in and of itself. We spent hours each day talking through emotions and changing perspectives. When Tia didn’t have any ideas or approaches, we talked with Nancy. Her insight was amazing. Over the next two weeks the nightmares gradually subsided.
Trying to keep and store fresh produce in the cave was a problem that John had solved by using sprouts. We had taken to visiting the deer in the cave and Tia would sneak a handful of sprouts to them. One doe had become particularly friendly. Tia would hold the sprouts out and the deer would stick her nose through the fence and eat them. Tia was petting the nose of the doe when a loud crashing sound jarred us.
A meteorite the size of a hardball had come through the outer door and careened off the walls of the cave. It landed in the deer enclosure and came to rest in the pile of hay we were feeding the deer. Fire broke out immediately. Tia ran through the cave yelling fire as I tried to get the deer enclosure open. Ed ran up and used his knife to cut the plastic straps that held the deer fence together. By the time we got the fence open flames were reaching the ceiling of the cave. The deer were panicked, trying to get away from the flames.
Ed and I entered the deer enclosure and tried to separate the burning hay from the rest of the pile. People were showing up with buckets of water and handing them through the opening in the deer fence. Several deer escaped into the main cave and were running through the crowd of people heading to the fire. After more than a dozen buckets of water, the fire was contained. Eight more buckets and it was out.
The deer that escaped were rearing up and using their hoofs to attack anyone who tried to get too close to them. John told everyone to ignore the deer that were loose and let them calm down. After an hour, Tia coaxed the deer back into the enclosure with sprouts from the kitchen. Randy and his crew patched the hole in the door.
John came over to me. “Our antennas aren’t working. We’re cut off from the rest of the world,” he said. “My guess is that the forest fire damaged the antennas or the wiring, maybe both. Any way we can use the robot’s head to find out what’s going on out there?”
“When we moved the robot’s head into the cave he reported NETCOMM was weak, but functioning,” I replied. “We can ask if the robots can pick up any of the radio transmissions that may be out there.”
“Okay,” John said, “do it quietly and let me know what you find out.”
Tia and I checked on the robot’s head. It was still plugged into the cave’s power supply and had been functioning all this time.
“Andy,” I said, “can the other robot in Tibet tell if there are any radio signals present around the Earth?”
Yes, guardian appeared on the screen.
“Can you show me a list?”
A list appeared on the screen containing the date and time along with the frequency of the transmission.
“What about content of the transmissions?” I asked.
Immediately the words appeared for each of the radio transmissions. Many of the messages were in other languages.
“Tia?” I asked, “Can you find John. He needs to see this.”
“Sure,” she said as she headed out the door of the new communications room. In a couple of minutes Tia returned with John.
“What are we looking at?” John asked.
“These are radio transmissions from around the world in different languages. They appear to be clustered into certain frequency groups.”
John smiled. “Ham radio,” he said.
“Ham?” I asked.
“Amateur radio,” John explained. “Ordinary people who have radio transmitters and receivers. They communicate all over the world. Can the text of these messages be translated into English?” John asked.
Yes, John appeared on the screen followed by the English translations.
“It knows who I am?” John asked.
Yes, John appeared on the screen again.
“It’s a lot smarter that you think it is,” I said. “Andy, can you or the other robot transmit messages on these frequencies?”
No, guardian appeared on the screen. NETCOMM is the only transmission capability of the system and is not compatible with your current technology.
“Can we receive NETCOMM directly?” I asked.
No, guardian appeared on the screen followed by, Different technology.
“With our current level of technology, are we able to detect NETCOMM signals?” I asked.
No, guardian came in reply.
“Interesting,” John commented. “This gives us the capability to monitor radio communications all over the world without anyone knowing about it.”
“Andy, can you print out the English translation of these messages?” I asked.
Yes, guardian appeared on the screen. Immediately the printer began spitting out pages of the translated text.
John gathered the pages. “Thanks, guys, I’ve got to see what’s going on out there. I’ll get back to you,” John said as he left the room.
* * *
Before the meteor storm I had thought the cave would have been a totally silent place, but that turned out not to be the case. Meteorites impacting the mountain sent sound waves through the rock. Lower frequencies were filtered out somewhat by the mountain, which left a strange ringing effect to the sound of the impacts. The impacts sounded more like a “toing” than a “thump”. We occasionally heard a groaning sound from what I assumed were rocks shifting inside the mountain. Since the vast majority of the meteorite strikes were at night, it gave a rather spooky sound and feel to the cave as we tried to sleep.
That night a large meteorite hit the mountain sending a jarring shock wave through the cave. I heard rocks falling on the roof of our enclosure and a loud, low rumbling sound rolled through the cave. The light on the clock went out leaving us in complete darkness. When it subsided everything was silent for several minutes.
We heard shouts coming from the main hall outside our enclosure. “Cave in! Cave in! All hands on deck!”
Tia flipped the light switch but nothing happened. I grabbed a flashlight and turned it on. We dressed quickly. As I started to open the door to our enclosure it jammed against something. The opening was only four inches wide, not enough to squeeze through.
“Help!” I yelled. “I can’t open the door.”
“Over here!” Tia yelled. “We can’t get out.”
Flashlight beams came from the main hallway. Several people came over and rolled a large rock that had fallen from the ceiling of the cave away from the door. As we emerged from our enclosure, I scanned the main hallway with my flashlight. The floor of the hall was littered with rocks from marble size up to a yard in diameter.
“Down here!”
I looked down the hall. Flashlight beams illumined Ed who was waving for people to come in his direction. Twenty feet beyond Ed the hall in the cave had collapsed and was completely closed off. Two hundred people were trapped on the other side, including John and Nancy. We didn’t know if any of them were still alive.
Ed guided the rescue operation holding two flashlights and giving directions. Rocks were being pulled off the pile by three strong men and rolled down into the hallway. Each of the rocks had to be lifted and carried or rolled down the hall to make room for more rocks to be removed. Soon the sides of the hallway were closing in from all of the rocks being stacked against the side of the cave. The dust in the air made it hard to breathe. I coughed and then realized the air recirculation and oxygen regenerating equipment weren’t working. It was only a matter of time and we would all run out of oxygen. With the fire raging outside opening the cave door wasn’t an option.
One of the men pulled on a rock at the top of the pile. When it rolled down there was an open space above the pile of rocks. As several more rocks were moved away Ed used a flashlight to see into the opening.
“It’s open in there,” Ed called out. “I’m going in.”
Ed crawled through the small opening and disappeared into the darkness.
“It’s large enough to stand up in,” Ed yelled back, “and maybe forty feet long. Get more of these rocks cleared out, I’m going to check the other end.”
The men worked at enlarging the opening and soon one of them crawled into the darkness with another flashlight and joined Ed at the far end. Several minutes later they emerged from the hole at the top of the pile.
“We need to get more rocks out of the way so we can move freely in and out of the collapsed section,” Ed said. “The other end is blocked too, but it is going to be harder to move the rocks because we have to dig them out and move them up in order to clear a passage.”
I moved closer to Ed. “We’ve got no air circulation and limited oxygen,” I said quietly. “If we can’t get to the generator room, or if the generator is crushed by the rocks, we’re going to be out of luck in two to three hours.”
“I was thinking the same thing,” he said, “If we can’t get through this rock pile soon, none of us will live to see the morning.”
Progress was slower at the other end of the caved in section. Rocks were jammed in against one another and wouldn’t budge until another rock was moved out of the way. Finding the one loose rock that was blocking another rock became an elaborate three dimensional jigsaw puzzle. It might have been a lot easier if we could see all of the rocks at the same time, but with only flashlights it was a daunting task. We had dug down to the floor level and just over ten feet into the next section of hallway when I got so dizzy I had to sit down.
I was feeling exhausted and could hardly move. As I looked around I noticed everyone else was experiencing the same exhaustion and were sitting down. I realized it was the lack of oxygen and the increasing carbon dioxide levels in the air. We had done all we could do. It just wasn’t enough. I turned off my flashlight and sat in the darkness. I was struggling to get enough air and feeling sleepy when I heard the sound of rocks moving.
Light began piercing the darkness from where we had cleared the rocks out. More light poured in along with fresh air. I could breathe again. I heard voices and sensed movement around me.
“Carl.”
I felt someone holding my face in their hands. I looked up. It was John.
“I didn’t think we were going to get through in time,” John said. “How are the others?”
I pointed back to where we had started digging. Nancy came over and checked my pulse and used her stethoscope to listen to my heart and my lungs.
“He’s going to be fine,” she said.
Somebody helped me up and through the hole in the rocks into the lighted section of the cave. I sat against the wall of the cave gradually regaining my breath and strength. They had sat Ed down across the hall from me.
“Did you see Tia?” I asked. Ed was breathing heavily and pointed toward the opening in the rocks. As I looked over I saw them bringing Tia into the hallway. Her skin looked a bit gray in color, but she was moving and looking around. I reached out to her and the people carrying her set her down next to me.
“Hi,” I said softly.
“Hey,” she said back. We both smiled at each other and held hands.
* * *
Over the next week we were able to clear the collapsed hallway, repair the wiring and ventilation system. Fourteen people had died in the cave-in. Some were crushed by the rocks and others died from suffocation after being buried in their enclosures. We piled the bodies into an enclosure at the end of a short spur off the main hallway. Rocks were piled up to close off the burial site and dirt from the floor was used to fill in the cracks and open spaces. John held a service for those we had lost. It was a hard experience to go through, but we could only imagine what people were going through out in the open with the fires and the meteorites striking the ground all around them.
* * *
At lunch John announced the need for a repair party to fix the antennas above the cave. We met by the cave door at three in the afternoon. This would be the first time anyone had ventured outside the cave since the meteor storm had started.
As we opened the rock door smoke started to pour into the cave as we had anticipated. What shocked us was the darkness. It was pitch black outside.
“Did we get the time wrong?” one of the repair party asked.
“No, you didn’t,” John said as he walked up carrying a bunch of flashlights.
After John handed out the flashlights I stepped aside with him.
“How did you know?” I whispered.
“The radio messages,” John whispered back. “It’s been dark all over the planet since we entered the meteor cloud. The only light has been from the fires.”
I hadn’t expected this.
We put on dust masks to protect us from the smoke and exited the cave. Within twenty feet of the cave we began experiencing eye irritation from the smoke, and shortness of breath. The oxygen content had dropped below the level needed to support the fire. We could still breathe, but every physical effort was exhausting. The antennas were two hundred yards above the cave entrance. It might as well have been two hundred miles. We weren’t going to make it. A disabling disorientation was setting in. The cave entrance was difficult to find, even if it was only twenty feet away. It took almost ten minutes to get everyone turned around and back into the cave entrance.
“We need better equipment,” I told John. “This isn’t going to work this way.” The look of disappointment on John’s face was palpable.
“Okay, people,” John said, “we need to come up with a plan B. Thank you for your effort.”
* * *
The following morning John came over to me. “Nancy found a small oxygen bottle in the medical room,” he said. “We also scrounged up a pair of goggles. Problem is, we have enough for only one person.”
“Okay,” I replied, “I assume I’m elected?”
“We may need to redo the antenna connections. You have the highest level of electrical skills in the group.”
“How do I find the antennas?” I asked.
“Straight up from the cave entrance, two hundred yards,” John replied.
“Okay,” I said, “let me think about what else I’m going to need.”
John slapped me on the shoulder. “Great,” he said. “See you at the cave entrance at three.”
* * *
I gathered all of the tools I thought I would need, including an extra flashlight, and put them into a small backpack. Nancy stuck the two prongs of the oxygen cannula into my nostrils and looped the plastic tube around my ears. She adjusted the oxygen flow and tucked the oxygen tank into a small carrying case. I put the dust mask on and then the goggles. Tia wrapped several scarfs around my head to protect my face and help filter the smoke out of the air. I put on a pair of leather gloves and was ready to go. John handed me a long thin Aluminum pole.
“Amateur band antenna,” John explained.
I tied a rope around my waist and showed Tia what kind of knot to use to attach additional sections of rope together. With the rope, I could find the cave entrance again. John opened the rock door and I walked out with Tia feeding me rope from inside the cave.
I walked over sixty feet to the side before I could start to climb up the side of the mountain. I worked my way gradually back until I thought I was over the cave entrance again. Then I climbed straight up the side of the sloping rock. The rope was getting more difficult to drag behind me because of its length. Everywhere I looked pieces of fallen trees were smoldering. The smoke was so thick I could barely see more than ten feet most of the time.
The downed trees gave way to more rocks, and some of the smoke began to clear as I climbed higher. I began a zigzag path to locate the antennas. I was convinced that I had passed them a long way back when I discovered the three pole antenna tower lying on the ground. It was warped from the heat, but it still looked usable. I followed the tower back to its base. The mounting was still intact and looked functional to me. I followed the guy wires back to their mounting pads. The two downhill pads were fine, but the uphill pad was lying three feet from the tower. I worked my way up the hill to where I thought the third cement pad should have been. In its place was a meteorite impact crater about ten feet across. That’s what brought the tower down.
The antenna on the top of the tower was mangled beyond use, so I disconnected it and threw it off to the side. I connected the new antenna on the top of the tower and attached the transmission cable to it. I walked down the hill a ways until I found a wood pole I could use. I dragged it back up to the antenna tower. I picked the upper end of the antenna tower up and braced it with the wooden pole. Step by step I raised the tower and braced it. When the tower was almost vertical, I started dragging the cement pad with the upper guy wire attached to it up the hill. The concrete block was heavy, probably in the range of a hundred pounds. I jerked on it as I sat down on the side of the mountain slope. I managed to get an inch of movement from each effort I made to move it up the slope. I had to stop and rest several times to catch my breath. As I pulled it into position the tower stood straight up into the air. The cement pad rested on the inner side of the meteorite crater but it was holding the tower in place. I gathered more rocks and made a pile of them to stabilize the guy wire pad.
I traced the transmission cable from the tower to where it went into the drilled hole in the rock that led down into the cave. The heat from the forest fire had melted the insulating cover to the cable, but the rest of it looked to be in good shape. I wound some electrical tape around the cable and hoped for the best.
I started down the hill following the rope back to the cave. After a hundred feet I came to the end of the rope. It had caught on a smoldering piece of a tree and burned in half. The rest of the rope was nowhere to be seen. I was still five hundred feet from the cave entrance, and without the rope I had little chance of finding it. I continued down the hill hoping to find the rope but nothing was there. With all of the smoke in the air everything was hidden. There were no landmarks to recognize, nothing to guide me back to the cave. I worked my way further down the side of the mountain and finally just sat down to think.
As I sat there my hand naturally went to the medallion. I held it in my hand and thought about Tia. She was going to be heartbroken if I died out here in the smoke and the darkness. As I was thinking about her, I thought I heard her voice. I believed it was probably just wishful thinking until I heard it again.
“Tia!” I called out. “Tia!”
I heard her voice again, calling my name. I moved slowly down the side of the mountain toward the sound of her voice. It got louder as I went. I came to where the rock dropped off and I could go no further. I realized I was above the cave entrance, but had to go to the left to finish finding my way back to the entrance. I shouted back to her to keep her encouraged. Her voice got weaker as I moved to the side. Finally I found my way back down to the small ledge where the cave entrance was located. I rushed along the ledge until I saw her standing in the smoke, yelling through a dust mask. Tears were running down her face. I embraced her, and she led me back into the cave entrance, while John closed the rock door.
I pulled the goggles and the dust mask off. Nancy disconnected the oxygen cannula and took the tank from me. I held on to Tia with every bit of strength I had.
“I missed you so much,” she said. “I was so worried.”
“I thought I was never going to see you again,” I said. “I couldn’t have found the cave without you calling my name. Whatever possessed you to do that?”
“The rope came loose,” she said. “It just fell down from up above. I knew you were in trouble and I didn’t know what to do. Then in my mind, I saw you sitting there, not knowing which way to go. I couldn’t bear losing you, so I called out your name and finally you answered.”
We hugged each other tightly, neither of us wanting to let go. I realized how close we came to losing each other. I never wanted to feel that way again.
“I hate to break this up,” John said gently, “but how much did you get done?”
“The tower is back up with the new antenna attached,” I replied. “You should activate it and see what we have.”
We walked back to the new communications room. John turned the radio on and set the frequency to the amateur band. The signal was clear and strong. John transmitted his call sign and got an answer back immediately.
“We’re back in business,” John said. “Thank you.”
* * *
Later Tia and I held each other in our personal enclosure. She began to cry again. I held her tight against me. In my mind I heard her voice saying, “I love you more than you will ever know.”
“I know you do.” I said to her softly.
She pulled back from me. “What did you say?” she asked.
“I heard your heart cry out,” I said. “It said I love you more than you will ever know.”
“But I didn’t say anything,” she replied. “How did you know?”
“All I can tell you is I heard your heart speak to me,” I said. “Just as clearly as if you spoke to me out loud.”
“Oh my God,” she said. She looked down at the medallion hanging under my shirt. “The extra bumps on the medallion. They’re activating this ability in you.”
This had never happened to me before. Maybe she was right. Maybe it was the medallion.
“It must have done the same thing for the old guardian in Tibet,” I said. “He must have been able to hear what was in people’s hearts. That’s why he agreed to lead us to the cave in the mountain. He knew.” Knowing what was in someone’s heart and what their true motivations were gave the old guardian a huge tactical advantage over other people. Now that advantage was being activated within me. It was an ability that I knew came with serious responsibility. In the wrong hands it could lead to terrible consequences for unsuspecting people. Just knowing I had this new ability could lead otherwise normal people to ask for, or demand, that I use it for their personal gain. I could feel that Tia felt the same way about my new ability.
“Don’t tell anybody except John about this, okay?” she said.
I could sense her motivation and the logic in her thinking. “Yeah,” I replied. “I bet the old guardian didn’t tell anybody, either.”
“No one,” she said, pointing her finger at me.
“No one but John,” I replied. “Him I sense we can trust.”
* * *
After eight weeks in the cave, with the end of the meteor storm almost at hand, Tia and I, like the other people in the cave, became curious about what the outside world looked like. We opened the rock door and used our flashlights to examine our immediate surroundings. Smoke still filled the air, but visibility had expanded to around a hundred feet. Some trees were resting on the ground, mostly consumed by the fire. Others were still standing, though well charred. Black ash was everywhere. A light rain was falling, putting out the remaining smoldering pieces of trees. It was still difficult to breathe with the low oxygen content of the air. Rivulets of black water were starting to run down the side of the mountain. By the following afternoon the rain had increased in intensity and the rivulets had become full blown streams of black water cascading down the rocks and the slopes of the mountain.
After two more days the black streams were taking on a brownish color and the rain was turning to snow. It was November and the temperature was dropping rapidly. Winter was arriving in the mountains and the realization that we would be in the cave for another five to six months dampened all of our spirits. Within forty-eight hours, the snow buried the rock door and we couldn’t get it open more than a small crack. By the next day the door wouldn’t move at all.
I sat with Tia in our personal enclosure and I talked openly and honestly about my feelings. “Ever since prison I have felt worthless,” I explained. “I am ashamed, and that shame is all I can find within me. It’s a black abyss that can never be filled.”
Tia reached out and lifted the medallion from under my shirt and held it in her hand. “Tell me about the old guardian in Tibet,” she said. “What’s he like?”
“He’s really old, but we couldn’t keep up with him going up the side of the mountain.”
“But what’s he like as a person?” I looked into her eyes wondering where she was going with this.
“He’s kind and understanding, but has an inner strength that lets you know you can’t mess around with him,” I said.
“So he’s strong on the inside but gentle on the outside?”
“Yes, that would be a good way of describing him.” She looked down at the medallion and then back up to me.
“Is he a worthwhile person?” she asked. “Is he worthy?”
I glanced down at the floor, paused, and then looked back at her. “Yes,” I replied, “he is worthy.”
“How do you know?” That deep penetrating look of hers was drilling its way into me. She could be really intense at times.
“It just radiates from him,” I said. “You can see it; you can feel it when you are with him.”
“Do you think he is a good judge of character?”
Now I began to see what she was doing with this line of questions. “Yes, I do.”
“He must have thought you were worthy for him to pass the medallion on to you. How many other people do you think he found worthy to pass this position on to?” she asked.
I lowered my head and kept looking at the floor. My mind raced for an answer other than what I had known ever since the cave in Tibet, but there was only one answer. “Trent told me there were none.”
“And what about Ed, is he a worthy person?”
I was feeling very uncomfortable with where this was going but I knew she was right. “Yes, he is.”
“Do you think he finds you worthy?” she asked.
I searched my mind for an answer, but nothing was there. “I don’t know.”
“You didn’t tell us everything when you told us about what happened in the cave in Tibet,” she said. “Ed told me the part you left out. He was going to defend you against the robot when you stepped in front of him and talked him out of the knife he had. You then offered yourself as being responsible, willing to die in Ed’s place as well as everyone else’s. Worthless people don’t do that. They run and hide. They are cowards. Only one who is worthy does what you did. That’s how the old guardian recognized you as worthy of being the next guardian. That’s also why the robot recognized you as also being worthy.”
“Yes, but…”
“Shhh…” she said gently placing her finger on my lips. “You can’t allow a bunch of thugs in prison to decide your self-worth. They didn’t know anything about you. They didn’t care. Their opinion isn’t worth anything. The old guardian, his opinion is valuable. Ed’s opinion is valuable, so is John’s and mine.”
“John assigned Ed to protect me; he was just doing his job.”
Tia shook her head. “That’s not how Ed sees it,” she said. “Yes, Ed was ready to give his life to try to save yours, because that was his job. But you saved his life. You talked him out of his weapon and offered your life in place of his. That wasn’t your job. That was above and beyond what your responsibility was. Ed respects you, like he would a brother SEAL and that’s rare.”
She grabbed me by the hand and led me out of our enclosure and down the tunnel to the communications room. After she closed the door she spoke.
“Robot, have you found Carl to be worthy?”
Yes, Tia appeared on the screen.
“And if you had not found him worthy?” she asked.
Then he would never have left the cave in Tibet alive appeared on the screen.
“And how would you know if he was worthy or not?” Tia asked.
We have worked with humans for more than seventy thousand years came the reply on the screen. The worthy ones are rare and easy to identify.
Tia looked at me. I stood there not knowing what to do or say. Finally I managed to speak.
“Thank you,” I said.
You are welcome, guardian appeared on the screen.
It was a lot to absorb. Intellectually, I knew Tia was right, but the struggle was on the emotional level, not within my mind. Over the next two months I gradually reformatted my thinking and my feelings. It was extremely difficult, but eventually the black abyss faded into the nothingness I imagined waited for only me.
Something else was happening. I was becoming much more aware of people’s thoughts and feelings. At first it was like these were my own thoughts and emotions, but they didn’t seem like thoughts or feelings I would have. Gradually I developed a sense of what were my own thoughts and what belonged to others. Same thing with the feelings I was experiencing.
Finally I understood Tia’s love for me and Ed’s respect. I was experiencing what was in their minds and in their hearts, just not as intensely. I laughed out loud as I realized what the medallion was doing for me. The old guardian must have had a grand old time when we were there, sensing what we were thinking and feeling. If I was getting this much from wearing the medallion for six months, what was he experiencing from wearing it for decades? I was looking forward to finding out.



CHAPTER 24

John called us together in the dining area of the cave. The look on his face was somber and pained. This couldn’t be good news.
“I have been in radio contact with people around the country,” he said, “The meteor storm is over, and the sunlight has returned.
We all cheered. John smiled slightly, but the serious look on his face returned quickly.
“This is what we know so far. Most of the people who built bunkers the way we recommended have survived, but that appears to be a small percentage of the population. Large cities are the worst areas for damage and deaths. In all likelihood we are dealing with more than 300 million dead bodies just in the United States. There is so much destruction and so many corpses that some of the major cities have been abandoned. There’s no one left to bury the dead. Smaller cities fared a little better. Organized efforts are underway to collect the dead bodies and either burn or bury them.”
Intellectually, we all knew what was going to happen with the meteor storm. We weren’t emotionally prepared for the impact of what John was telling us. From the looks on their faces, everyone was taking the news harder than I would have thought.
“We have sent out simple directions for making lye by draining water through wood ashes. Lye can be used to help stop the spread of disease from the rotting corpses. People aren’t the only victims of the meteor storm. Millions of animals have also been killed. So far, no one has seen a single bird alive. We may have lost most, if not all of the bird species in the world, except for the ones collected in Project Ark.”
The realization was sinking in: we have survived a near extinction level event. Thousands, if not millions of animal and plant species may no longer exist. The world as we have known it has profoundly changed. Our ability, as humans, to adapt to changing conditions will be severely challenged. We, as a species, survived the last meteor storm, but the recovery took tens of thousands of years. It remained to be seen just how effective John and Project Ark would actually be.
“The colder weather is helping decrease the stench of decomposition, but it also means that bodies are harder to move because some of them have already frozen and stuck to the ground.
“The top two concerns are food and disease. Without adequate food more people are going to get sick and die, adding to an already devastating situation. I have directed that the food we have in storage be made available to people on an as needed basis. Already we have problems with people hoarding food and supplies. There are some reports of people being killed for their food, but so far those seem to be isolated incidences. Most people are cooperating with us and helping to create soup kitchens and shelters where we can feed and house the growing number of people who are arriving on a daily basis.”
“Will the food reserves in Project Ark be enough to feed all of the survivors?” someone asked.
“Based on the preliminary numbers of survivors, yes,” John said. The real problem is distribution. Some of the people are several days to several weeks of walking to get to where help is available. We’re doing everything we can to minimize those kinds of problems.”
“So how are people going to know where to go or what to do?” someone else asked.
“So far, the only communications are by amateur radio, and much of that is at night. A few police officers have survived and they are providing basic law enforcement. Government services are nonexistent. Most of the roads are pockmarked with meteorite impacts, but with some work will be passable. That’s all I have at this time.”
* * *
Meanwhile, teams approached the sixty-four commercial nuclear power plant sites in the U.S. with Geiger counters. The radiation levels were dropping, but still up in the deadly zone, and the area was marked as a health hazard with radiation markers.
The nation’s oil refineries had been destroyed along with most of the pipelines. Whatever oil was left had burned off as a result of the meteor storm. Some underground tanks at gas stations had survived, but they had been drained dry in the first month after the storm. The nation’s natural gas reserves were all underground, as were most of the gas pipelines, but in pumping stations where the pipelines surfaced, fires still raged with no way for ordinary people to shut off the flow of gas. The reality of a lack of fuel for energy and transportation was both sobering and depressing. It would take a decade, maybe two, before any kind of large scale petroleum products would be available.
* * *
After the long winter we finally got the rock door open. The snow was still there but it was melting rapidly. Tia and I joined a group that ventured out to finally see the world. The air was clear and a rich blue sky greeted us. The warmth of the sunshine embraced us as we waded through the snow to the rock outcropping. We climbed the back side of the rock and looked out at the vista spread out before us.
The ground where we were at the higher altitude was snow covered with black trees sticking up in macabre shapes by the millions. The valley stretched out below us with a lush green that spoke of renewal and new life.
“The old world has passed away,” Tia whispered to me, “and the new world has begun, reborn with promise and hope. Your old life has also passed away, and your new life has begun, reborn with promise and hope. Carl Palminteri is no more. Only you, Carl Koenig remains, the worthy guardian of a new world.”
I looked out at the green grass below and the bright blue sky and the white stream that rushed down the meadow. Tears came to my eyes. Tia was right. It was a new beginning for me, for everyone, and for the planet. We returned to the cave with the news of the verdant valley below. Tia and I went over to the deer enclosure. The deer were all standing, attentive, and full of expectation.
“Do you think they know?” she asked.
“Of course they know. Look at them. They’re ready to go back out into the world and begin again, just as we are,” I replied.
John opened the deer fence and the rock door. The deer, the elk, and then the moose rushed out of the cave and into the snow. They all headed down the slope, proceeding to the meadow below.
“Be fruitful and multiply,” John said as he watched the herd moving down and away from the cave.



CHAPTER 25

The people in Denver were constructing an administration building for John. Now that the snow was melting, we would be able to make the trip down to the city. Randy, our head of maintenance, had spent the last several days working on a project down where John’s cabin used to be. John had stored 300 bicycles in a protected enclosure for our use when we came out of the cave.
Randy built a platform with bicycle wheels on both sides and a long wooden tongue sticking out the front. He had connected six bicycles to the tongue, three on a side. The new administration building in Denver was going to need electricity and John had decided to move one of the fuel cells from the cave down to the new building.
Randy rigged two strong poles to the fuel cell in the cave with nylon cargo straps. Early the next morning, ten men from the cave struggled down the slope of the mountain carrying the fuel cell to the staging area where John’s cabin used to be. There we loaded it onto the platform and strapped it down for its journey down the mountain road and into the city. I carried the box containing the robot’s head, and Tia carried the box with the computer interface in it. We were still just over a hundred miles from Denver, but the majority of the trip was downhill.
There were several sections of the road that ran up hill for short distances where we had to use granny gear, but for the most part we coasted down the road, zigzagging to avoid the hundreds of potholes caused by small-to-medium-sized meteorite strikes. Six and a half hours later we entered Denver. The smell of decomposing bodies was still in the air.
As we approached the new administration building, people started running down the street to our right carrying sticks, clubs and aluminum baseball bats.
“What’s going on?” John asked.
“We have a breach,” the man yelled. “We need everybody, now!”
We followed the crowd down the street for a quarter of a mile. There we encountered a large crowd of people swinging their clubs in the air and striking at the ground. As we moved closer to see what was going on, Tia screamed, turned and ran. Rats were running between the people who were trying desperately to club them to death. As much as I wanted to run after Tia and make sure she was all right, the danger the rats posed was even greater. Half a dozen men limped out of the crowd with numerous rat bites on their legs and blood running down from under their pants and over their shoes. John, Ed and I grabbed the clubs from the men limping out of the crowd and joined in the battle. The number of dead rats escalated as the crowd began to focus on an area of a crude wall that had been constructed, blocking the street across the intersection from us. Through a one-foot-diameter hole in the wall, more rats poured like water from a hydrant on a hot afternoon.
I cringed when I saw two men jamming rocks into the hole in the wall, trying to stem the flow of rats while being bit on the hands, arms and face. Gradually the hole was blocked and the flow of rats stopped. The clubbing continued until there were no more rats alive.
“What happened?” John asked.
One of the men recognized John and came over to explain. “After the meteor storm there were so many dead bodies that we couldn’t deal with them. The housing projects in the inner city were the hardest hit. You couldn’t go in there, the stench was so bad. We brought the dead we couldn’t bury or burn and dumped them in the inner city. Then the rats came and started feeding on the dead bodies. The rats multiplied so fast we built this wall to contain them, but sometimes they break through.”
“They’re that dangerous?” John asked.
“Yep,” the man replied. “They’ve grown up feasting on human blood and rotting corpses. They don’t fear people; they see us as food. That and the diseases they now carry make things even worse.”
“What about the people who have been bitten by the rats?” John asked.
The man looked down at the ground briefly and then looked back up at John. “We ran out of antibiotics three months ago, so it’s a really bad situation. More than half of the people bitten here today will die within the next two weeks.”
“Where are they taking the people who were bitten?” John asked.
“We have a makeshift hospital set up a half mile back. That’s where they’ll be.”
John turned to me and Ed. “Come on, we have to help,” he said.
The smell of rotting flesh was even stronger in the hospital building with the added smell of uncontrolled infections. People were crying and yelling in pain as we walked through the halls and looked into the rooms. John was clearly incensed at the level of suffering people were experiencing.
“Who’s in charge here?” John yelled. Everyone ignored him. John grabbed a woman who was caring for victims of the rat bites and turned her around so she was facing him. “Who is in charge?” he demanded.
She pointed down the hall to a small thin man in dirty blue scrubs. He was moderately dark skinned with black hair and spoke with a Middle-eastern accent.
“Who are you?” John demanded. The man turned to face John and looked him over quickly.
“People call me Doctor Ali,” he said. “But I’m not really a doctor. I was an EMT before the meteor storm. Right now there isn’t anyone else. What do you need?”
John looked around, taking a moment to calm himself now that he understood more about the situation. “That’s what I was going to ask you,” John said. “What do you need to help these people?”
“What have you got for infections and pain?” Dr. Ali asked. “We’ve used up everything we got from the old hospital and the drug stores. There’s nothing left.”
“Okay,” John said, “let me see what I can come up with. So what happened to all of the doctors?”
Dr. Ali lowered his head. “They all left just before the meteor storm. Rumor is that they and their families went to some underground shelter. That’s all I know.”
“Okay,” John said, “I’ll get back to you.”
Dr. Ali turned back to his patient without comment. He’d heard it all before.
We returned to the administration building where we found Tia, still shaken from her encounter with the rats.
“Oh my God,” she said. “That was so horrible.” She shuddered and held her arms close around her chest. I put my arm around her and she leaned into me.
“John,” a man shouted from across the room. “I’m glad you’re here.”
“This is Steve Shilling, the new administrative assistant for the city of Denver,” John said as he introduced the rest of us.
“Your office isn’t done yet, but you can see what it will look like if you follow me,” Steve said.
We followed him up a wide set of stairs to the second floor and down a hall filled with carpenters building walls and doorways. At the end of the hall we entered a large room with openings for windows that hadn’t yet arrived.
“It’ll look better in a couple of weeks,” Steve said, “but this is where your office will be.”
John looked around. “This will be fine,” he said. “Right now I need some people to go on a scavenger hunt for me.”
Steve smiled. “We have a complete department that does nothing but scavenge for things. What do you need?”
“Gather all of the baking soda you can find and all of the wood ashes in the area.”
“Okay,” Steve said, “what do you want done with them?”
“Set up some wood frames with straw or dried grass in the bottom covered with about an inch of sand. Drill holes in the bottom and fill the frames with wood ashes. Pour water over the ashes and collect the liquid that comes out the bottom. Filter it through cloth and put it in jars. Don’t get it on your skin. Let me know when it’s done.”
“Okay,” Steve said, “we’re on it.”
* * *
The next day Steve arrived with twenty large jars of whitish liquid and several satchels full of cans of baking soda. “Where do you want all of this stuff?” Steve asked.
“The hospital,” John said. “Follow me.”
We walked to the hospital carrying the supplies.
“Where’s Dr. Ali?” John asked as we entered.
A nurse pointed down the hall to our left.
Dr. Ali turned as John approached. “You’re back.”
“The jars contain sodium hydroxide which you can use to disinfect equipment and other surfaces,” John said. “You can dilute it way down and use it as a disinfectant wash for people’s skin.”
Dr. Ali picked up a can of baking soda and looked at it. “And this?” he asked.
“Have you got some clean water?” John asked.
Dr. Ali pointed to a large plastic water bottle with paper drinking cups next to it. John took one of the paper cups, dumped some baking soda into it and mixed in some water making a paste.
“People with rat bites?” John asked.
Dr. Ali led us into a room off the hall. The room was crowded with people suffering from rat bites from the previous day. Most of the bites were already infected. John looked around at all of the frightened faces. Two men in the corner had rat bites on their faces. John walked over to them and filled the bites on their faces with the baking soda paste. He had them take their shirts off and filled the rat bites on their arms and hands with the paste. Within ten minutes the men reported that the pain from the bites was going away.
“Treat all bites and infections with this paste.” John said. “It’s alkaline. Bacteria and viruses can’t live in an alkaline environment. For people who are sick and the infection has spread into the blood, mix a teaspoon of baking soda in clean water, and have them drink it three to six times a day depending on how sick they are: more for sicker people. I’ll have more for you tomorrow.”
“Thank you,” Dr. Ali said.
The following day we brought more sodium hydroxide and baking soda to the hospital. As we entered Dr. Ali came running from the hall into the main reception area.
“John! John!” he shouted. “It’s working. The bites are healing and the infections are going away.”
“Good,” John replied. “We are gathering the materials to make alcohol and should have some for you in a week to ten days.”
“Bless you,” Dr. Ali said with tears in his eyes. “Bless you.”
John handed Dr. Ali a sack filled with bars of soap. “We are also increasing soap production and will have more bars of soap for you in a couple of days.”
Dr. Ali didn’t speak, but the tears and look in his eyes said everything we needed to hear.
* * *
The next morning we met in John’s office. We still didn’t have any windows but we had a door which John closed behind us. Major Samuels was there.
“We have a situation,” John said.
“There is an underground complex with access beneath the Denver airport,” Major Samuels said. “We’ve gotten as far as a reinforced steel door. It has a keypad entry system but there doesn’t seem to be any power to the keypad.”
“I believe Carl can help us with opening the door,” John added.
“Probably,” I replied. “What’s on the other side of the door?”
“We don’t know,” Major Samuels said, “But we believe that it is the place where the military and VIP’s in the area went just before the meteor storm. We need to find out who and what is down there so we aren’t hit with a surprise attack at some point in the future.”
“I want Ed and Major Samuels to go into the underground facility once Carl gets the door open,” John said. “I want negotiation to be our first response, but I also want us to be prepared for an armed conflict, so once the door is opened, I want Carl out of the way and in a protected place. Am I clear?”
Ed and Major Samuels agreed.
We rode bicycles out to the airport and met a group of armed men inside the main terminal. There were fifteen of us in all, armed with rifles and hand guns. They led us through a security office and down a stairway to a narrow tunnel lined with pipes on both sides. The tunnel was dark and musty. As we walked slowly along the tunnel, examining everything with our flashlights, we kept hearing faint scratching noises as if something was skittering along just out of our view. Finally we came to the door.
A keypad was mounted on the right side of the door, but the display wasn’t illuminated. I punched in several numbers on the keypad, but it didn’t make any beeps or clicking sounds. Major Samuels was right. No power. I took my pocket knife out and cut away the plastic covering to the panel. Underneath was the usual set of screws. I opened the Phillips head screwdriver on my pocket knife and removed the screws. I pulled the panel off and looked at the wiring inside the box.
Wires came into the box from three different places. The two heavy wires were obviously the power lines. Most of the wires went to a plug-in connector mounted on the back of the box. My guess was that this was the interface to the computer and the matching box on the other side of the door. The release for the door would be electrical and run from one box to the latching mechanism. If it was done right, the wires to the latching mechanism would come from the secure box on the other side of the door, not the one outside to which people had access. I shook my head in disbelief as I saw the two wires leading out of the bottom of the box. They did it backwards.
I figured the system was the usual five-volt computer power supply. I removed the batteries from my flashlight and borrowed another guy’s flashlight for a third battery. I used my knife to cut the two wires loose from the printed circuit board and stripped the ends of the wires. I examined the back of the circuit board and quickly determined which wire was connected to the ground path. I pulled on the wires and got enough wire free to reach the ends of the batteries. I held the three batteries connecting positive to negative in my hand. Three batteries would produce 4.7 volts, which should be enough to activate a coil designed to operate at 5 volts. I touched the ends of the wires to the batteries and heard a distinct thunk from the side of the door jamb. Major Samuels pulled on the door and it swung open slightly.
The stench of decomposing flesh poured out of the doorway. I turned to the side, but it was too late. I threw up on the side wall. As I headed back up the tunnel for some fresh air I heard two other guys lose it as well. I stopped when I reached the stairwell that led up to the security office and waited. The two other guys who couldn’t stand the smell joined me there.
“Ed and Samuels led the group into the tunnel,” one of them said to me. “We’re supposed to wait here with you.”
“Works for me,” I replied.
“If anything happens we’re supposed to protect you,” he said.
The three of us looked at each other, thankful we were not venturing deeper into the tunnel system. Ten minutes later we heard gun shots and the sound of running feet, followed by the steel door slamming shut. We watched as the flashlights wobbled in the dark tunnel approaching us. Ed and Major Samuels led the remaining group through the tunnel and up the stairs into the security office before anyone spoke.
“The rats got in through the ventilation system,” Ed said. “The designers of the underground city made sure a person couldn’t get in through the grates and filters, but it was easy access for the rats.”
“The skittering noises we heard in the tunnel?” I asked.
“Rats in the ventilation pipes,” Major Samuels said. “There’s no one left. All the people have been eaten by the rats. The only things left back there are bones and rotting rats. It looks like they put up one hellova fight, but they didn’t have a chance. There were just too many rats.”
“And the gun shots?” I asked.
“The rats have become very aggressive,” Major Samuels said. “We just barely got out.”
We rode our bicycles back to the administration building in silence.
“Are there any supplies we might be able to use?” John asked after we told him what we found.
Major Samuels shook his head. “Too many rats,” he said. “We can’t get far enough to get to any of the supplies.”
“Okay,” John said. “Thank you for trying.”



CHAPTER 26

John established the New American Bank. The currency was a scrip developed through radio conversations between members of the Survivalist Network. A printing press of the same type used to print U.S. currency was already in a member’s business and was stored securely. Acquiring the proper paper took a little longer but was finally resolved. Survivalist Network Members in the larger population centers became the default bankers for regenerating our civilization. Initially, accounts would be kept on paper ledgers and stored in vaults. The new currency would have the same denominations as regular U.S. currency, but would look substantially different.
The differences would not end with appearance, either. The new currency would be loaned into existence, but would have no interest attached to it. Individual people would borrow money at no interest and pay it back over an extended period of time. In addition, loan payments would not begin for a period of ten years, giving people a chance to become economically stabilized before repayment of the loan started. Businesses would borrow larger amounts of money with a payment schedule stretched out over the next hundred years, depending on the amount the business needed to borrow. Anything having to do with infrastructure came under the direct spending of the New America.
As soon as the meteor storm ended, John had asked for a survey of how many people survived and what resources were available and what was needed. Within three days, a stark picture of what life remained was pieced together. Best estimate was between six and seven million people had survived the meteor storm, but most of them were either out of food or nearly so. Very little in the way of shelter remained, and what did had no source of heat to get them through the winter months. Almost all sources of water were contaminated. No electricity was available. Some people had generators, but the fuel for them had run out within a few days.
Clean water became the top priority, followed by food and shelter. Water filtering stations were established, and stored food was made available. People gathered in areas where remains of brick and stone buildings still stood and make-shift shelters were being constructed. The fire-damaged trees were being cut down, sawed up and split for firewood. Everything was accomplished through manual labor.
The first real sign of recovery was the announcement that three steam locomotives had been saved and restored. Transportation of goods and people was the next rising priority. The second announcement came from Alexis DeVille and her steel mill in Ohio on the shore of Lake Erie. She had iron ore and other materials, but the coal reserves had burned during the meteor storm. All that was left was a huge pile of cinders. She needed coal and was willing to pay top dollar for it. People started to bring her coal in wagons and wheelbarrows. Alexis stated that the first product of her steel mill would be railroad track.
The train route from the coal mines in Kentucky to the steel mill in Ohio was the next priority. Men recovered train track from badly damaged sections of railroad and carried them by hand for days to get the track to the new section. Mile after mile, the first steam locomotive inched its way closer to the steel mill in Ohio. Coal cars, recently repaired, were added each day as the hope of the New America was being built one day at a time. In mid-February, the track was complete to the steel mill and the furnaces were fired up for the first time since the meteor storm. The steam locomotive was turned around and the cars were loaded with new train track from the mill. The remaining section of track to the coal mines was completed by mid-March.
In Duluth, Minnesota an ore freighter had survived the meteor storm and took its first short voyage into Lake Superior. The fuel oil burners had been converted to operate with firewood. Deemed sea-worthy, the loading of iron ore began for its journey to the steel mill in Ohio. Without automated equipment the loading of iron ore by hand continued through the rest of the winter months. As soon as the ice on the Great Lakes broke up, the freighter embarked on its first delivery to Ohio. The freighter full of iron ore and the train full of coal arrived at the steel mill on the same day: April third. People treated it as a new National Holiday with celebrations and cooking festivals. America was coming back.
* * *
John gathered me, Tia, Ed and Major Samuels into the communications room.
“I have received word that the President has come out of his underground city in Virginia,” John said. “Needless to say, he did not receive a warm welcome from the people.”
“No surprise there,” Ed replied.
“What is a surprise is that he wants to meet with us, me in particular,” John said. “We have a place and time set.”
“It could be a trap,” Major Samuels said.
“I’ve considered that possibility,” John replied. “We will have enough of our own people there with weapons that I think we should be all right. That’s also one of the reasons I want Carl to come along with us. He’s our early warning system, and with his recent skills, he can give us an insight into what the President is thinking. If anyone doesn’t want to go, now is the time to say so.”
John looked around at us. We were enthusiastically in. “Okay,” John said, “We leave tomorrow morning at sunup.”
As the sun broke over the eastern horizon, we rode our bikes over to John’s private hangar for his Lear Jet 45. John had two 10,000 gallon tanks of jet fuel in his hangar. After the plane was fueled, we boarded and took off for the east coast. We landed at a private air strip in Virginia, controlled by our people, and we continued by car from there. The meeting took place on the top of a gentle hill in what used to be a National Park. Our people were gathered on the western side of the hill and the President’s people were on the eastern side. As we drove up to the meeting place, two cars left the president’s group and we arrived on top at the same time. We got out of our car as the President and his entourage got out of their cars. The President was surrounded by six large Secret Service Agents who clustered around him, forming a human shield. To my shock, General Strom was there with him.
“You must be John,” the President said as he offered his hand.
“I am,” John replied without offering his own hand in return.
The President smiled and let his hand fall to his side.
“I’ve heard a lot about you,” the President said. “You have done a great job of pulling people together and getting them working again. I admire that kind of skill and dedication.”
John stood there waiting. I looked at General Strom, wondering if he would recognize me. He didn’t. Then I began to realize why the General was there. He and the President were first cousins. They grew up together. They were working together; they always had.
“We can accomplish a great deal of good by working together,” the President said. “I want you and your people to be a part of my new cabinet. Together we can lead this world into a renaissance and prosperity that will benefit everybody.”
“The whole world?” John asked.
“Of course,” the President replied. “We have the banking expertise, the heads of all the major corporations with all of their resources and the military to back it all up. We are going to be the ruling council of the world. There isn’t anyone who can effectively oppose us, and you are going to be a crucial part of the global power structure. So what do you think?” The President smiled at us, glancing from one person to the next, trying to get a read on us.
“I think,” John replied, “that there isn’t a person alive in this country who doesn’t know that you betrayed them, that you lied to them, if not directly, then through your agencies. Every person alive knows you hid in your underground city and left them all out here to die, alone and without any real warning.”
“There’s a way to explain all of that,” the President said. “We have the best PR people on the planet. You need the wealth and experience of our heads of corporations and our bankers. You need our resources.”
“Actually, we don’t,” John replied. “We’ve implemented some new laws. Corporations are no longer a valid form of business. The only form we allow is cooperative, where all of the profits are returned to the people the business serves. Banks are no longer allowed to charge interest or any other fees. Property is no longer taxed, neither is any type of income. There is a simple tax only on non-essential purchases. Food, medicine, shelter and energy are all tax free.”
“Look,” the President said. “I understand what you’re trying to accomplish. These are very noble ideas and I want you to succeed with them. But in the very near future, you’re going to discover that the world just can’t work that way. I am offering you a very important position in a world that does work, where you will have everything you desire: money, power and control. I can’t hold this position open for very long. I am going to need an answer from you, if not now, then soon.”
“No,” John said emphatically. “You are a pariah. You have forfeited your right to lead. Now go and crawl back under your rock. We have nothing to discuss.”
“I understand your anger and your frustration,” the President said. “You need time to think this over, discuss it with your people. Get back to me within forty-eight hours by radio and let me know we have a deal.”
The President was smiling again and offering his hand. John turned and walked away with the rest of us behind him. After we got back in the car John said, “Carl, what do you think?”
“I think he’s a very dangerous man,” I said. “You can’t trust him.”
“I agree,” Ed said.
“Well,” Major Samuels said, “we should be good for the next forty-eight hours, anyway. After that, who knows?”
“He doesn’t really care about anyone but himself, does he?” Tia asked.
“He cares about what he offered us,” John replied, “money, power and control. The sad part is that he believes those are the only things anybody cares about. Nothing else registers in his mind as having any importance whatsoever.”
I explained who General Strom was and why he was with the President. We rode in silence back to John’s Learjet 45 and boarded for our return flight to Denver. We had climbed to our thirty-four thousand foot cruising altitude when the co-pilot came back into the passenger cabin.
“I’ve got a migraine,” he said. “Anyone want to sit in the cockpit with the captain?”
“Sure,” Tia said as she started to get up.
I felt that anxiety return that warned me something was coming.
“I better go,” I said. “Tia, you need to stay back here.”
“Look,” Tia replied, “just because we have a relationship doesn’t mean you get to order me around.”
“It’s not that,” I said. “You wanted me to share; I’m sharing.”
“What do you mean, you’re sharing?” Tia asked.
I glanced over at Ed. He had a puzzled look on his face.
“I mean like the night the meteor storm started,” I said. “That kind of sharing.”
“The Frankenwolves?” Tia asked. “What’s going to happen?”
“I don’t know,” I replied, “I just know I need to be up there with the pilot.”
Both Tia and Ed had alarmed expressions on their faces. John looked puzzled. I walked toward the cockpit. I stopped at the door and turned around.
“You need to keep your seatbelts on,” I said.
Tia cinched her seatbelt tight and clamped her hands onto the armrests. She looked terrified.
“We’re swinging to the south to avoid a line of thunderstorms,” the pilot said as I climbed into the copilot seat. “It should add only about twenty minutes to our flight time. You ever fly a plane?”
“No,” I replied, “but I’ve done some time with flight simulators, so a lot of the instruments on the panel look familiar.”
“A simulator’s not really like the real thing,” he said. “You don’t get the physical feeling like when the plane moves.”
“I can see how that would make a difference,” I replied. We continued with small talk as I kept watching the ground below us. I didn’t know what I was looking for, but I suspected I would know it when I saw it. A half hour later, I knew what it was.
“We have a smoke trail coming up at us from the ground,” I yelled.
“A what?” the pilot yelled back.
“A smoke trail rising rapidly to the right and front of the plane.”
“Shit!” he said. He grabbed the intercom mike and pressed the button. “Seat belts on tight. Everybody grab on to something.”
He jammed the yoke forward and banked the jet to the right. The source of the smoke trail looked like a small dot, now in the center of the front windshield.
“Near the center of the instrument panel,” he said, “navigational radar, flip the switch to long range.”
I found the control and flipped the switch.
“It’s a Surface to Air Missile,” he yelled, “radar guided. The long range nav radar is the strongest we’ve got. I’m hoping it confuses the missile guidance system, at least a little.”
We were flying down on a direct collision course with the missile. I couldn’t believe he was doing this.
“Shouldn’t we be going in the other direction?” I asked.
“Nope,” he said. “That missile travels at four to six times our speed. We can’t outrun it. It’s designed to follow and hit us. This is the only way.”
At the last split second he jerked the plane to the left. The missile flew right past us.
“That was close,” I said.
“We’re just getting started,” he replied. “Look back and see which way the missile turned.”
I looked back through my side window and didn’t see anything of the missile. “I don’t see anything,” I yelled.
He glanced out his side window.
“It’s swinging around to the left,” he said. “I’ve got it.”
We were still flying almost straight down. I looked at the altimeter. It was spinning counterclockwise. I looked at the ground slowly approaching us. That’s when I saw the second smoke trail.
“Second missile, dead ahead,” I shouted.
The pilot looked at the second missile and glanced back at the first one.
“Okay,” he said, “this is where it gets a little dicey.”
“A little dicey?” I shouted as I gripped the armrests as hard as I could.
“That’s right,” he said quietly, “come to daddy.”
This guy had to be nuts. Again he jerked the plane to the left at the last fraction of a second before we collided with the missile. He glanced back at the first missile again and then at the ground.
“Second missile turned to the left?” he asked.
I looked out my side window again. “Nothing there, just like before,” I yelled.
“Okay,” he said as he swung the plane further to the left, “did you see where the missile was launched from?”
“Yes,” I said, “the roads form a grid with one diagonal road, where the diagonal road crosses the river, upper side. That’s where it came from.”
“Got it,” he said. “I’m going to swing back to the right. The missile should appear in your right rear window. Let me know as soon as the smoke stops.”
“Smoke stops?” I asked.
“These missiles are propelled by solid fuel. When the smoke stops they’re out of fuel. They can maneuver some, but they can’t fly up.” He banked the jet to the right and I watched as the missile came into view.
“Okay!” I shouted, “No smoke.”
“Perfect,” he said.
The ground looked like it was coming up rapidly now. He started pulling back on the yoke as the plane struggled to pull up. I looked back at the first missile.
“Getting closer! Almost here!”
The plane leveled with the ground and started to climb. I looked back at the first missile and it disappeared from view behind the plane. A few seconds later the plane was jarred by the shock wave from the explosion.
“Return to sender, boys,” he said. “Where’s the second missile?”
“High and behind us,” I said. “What did you mean, return to sender?”
“Timing was good,” he said, “it hit the launch vehicle. They won’t be shooting anything else at us.”
“Okay,” I replied, “but what about the second missile?”
“Like I said, this is where it gets a little dicey,” he replied. “Turn the nav radar off.”
I found the switch and flipped it to OFF.
He dove the plane toward the ground and leveled out with less than a hundred feet between the plane and the ground. He began swinging the plane around trees trying to lose the missile. It wasn’t working. The missile was closing in fast.
“Come on, dammit, where are you when I need you?” he shouted.
I looked over at him, wondering what he was looking for.
“There,” he said as he swung the plane to the right. Ahead was a line of high voltage transmission towers. The wires had all been knocked down by the meteorites, but the towers were still standing. He glanced out his rear window again.
“Yes,” he said as he banked the plane hard to the left. He flew just above the ground swinging the plane around the power transmission tower. The missile’s radar locked on to the steel frame of the tower instead of the jet, exploding as it hit dead center on the tower.
The pilot gently started climbing back up to cruising altitude.
“Okay,” I said, “just where in the hell did you learn to fly like that?”
He smiled. “John picks his people carefully,” he said, “I flew A10 Worthogs in the military. We were trained to take out tanks and SAM launchers. Most of the time you didn’t get to fire your missiles at the launchers until you dodged one of theirs first.”
The spinning in my head finally reached my stomach. “I gotta go,” I said.
I climbed out of the copilot’s seat and ran for the lavatory. I opened the door and threw up into the toilet. As I knelt there heaving my guts out, Tia came up behind me.
“Move,” she said. I held on as best I could and moved out of her way.
She puked as well. We sat there taking turns heaving into the toilet. I looked over at Ed, John and Major Samuels. They seemed fine. Finally Tia and I stopped and wiped our faces.
“So,” she said quietly, “when we get to go somewhere for a first date, no rollercoasters.”
“Deal,” I replied.
John motioned me over. “Do you think the President wanted to shoot us down?”
“It’s General Strom,” I replied. “The DIA has a lot of assets including its own weapons. My understanding is that the DIA budget is substantially larger than the CIA’s. Or at least it was.”
“Would the General act without the consent of the President?”
“Look,” I said, “they’re two peas in a pod; they work together like a right and left hand. I told you these were horrible people. This is what they do.”
“This isn’t the end of it, is it?” John asked.
“Unfortunately, no, it isn’t,” I replied.
John’s face looked troubled as he turned and looked out the window.



CHAPTER 27

As soon as we landed in Denver Tia stopped in the communications room to see what was up.
“Guys,” she called out, “you need to see this.”
We gathered around the robot’s head and looked at the computer screen. The robot in Tibet was reporting radio transmissions in the Extreme Low Frequency range.
“Content of the radio transmissions?” I asked.
Immediately a long series of numbers appeared, all the same length, in a block pattern.
“Can you interpret this?” I asked.
No guardian appeared on the screen. The message is heavily encrypted and appears to be intended for numerous underwater craft.
Major Samuels looked at the numbers and the length of the message. “Oh no,” he said, “it was bad enough he tried to kill us on the way back here, now he wants all of us dead.”
“Who’s ‘he’?” Tia asked.
“The President,” Major Samuels replied. “Since the missile attack on us didn’t succeed he is ordering the nuclear submarine fleet to complete the job.”
“How do you know that?” I asked.
“He’s right,” Ed said. “I’ve seen messages to the submarine fleet before when I was a Navy SEAL, and the only reason for a message this long is multiple nuclear missile targets. My guess is that every place that John has a group of people building a new city has just become the target for a nuclear missile strike.”
“How do we stop it?” John asked.
“You can’t,” Ed replied. “It’s a one-way order system. The president commands and the submarine captains pick the time and place for the strike, usually right away.”
“Can we talk to the submarine captains?” John asked.
“No,” Ed said. “It’s all encrypted communications with code word verifiers.”
“Is there a frequency that the submarines monitor?” John asked.
“Yes,” Ed said after a short pause, “there is.”
Ed wrote the frequency down on a sticky note and handed it to John. Tia looked at the note.
“I know where there is an antenna that will broadcast on that frequency,” she said. “It’ll take me a few minutes to get a patch and relay set up, but I think we can do it.”
“Hurry, Tia,” John said, “we may not have more than a few minutes before it’s too late. Ed, how will we know if the submarines received our message?”
“You don’t,” Ed replied, “you do it the same way the Navy does; you repeat the message over and over.”
“Okay,” John said, “Tia, get me that antenna and I’ll record the message.”
John disappeared into his office as Tia went to work on getting access to the ELF antenna.
A few minutes later John returned with a digital recording.
“Play this,” John said, “and pray it works.”
Tia completed the patch to the ELF antenna and started the recording. We listened as John’s voice went out over the air waves.
“My name is John. I am the head of the Survivalist Network. We have helped save the lives of almost seven million people across America from the meteor storm. We are actively building a New America. I believe that you, as submarine captains, have received orders to fire your nuclear missiles at locations inside of America. I am asking you, as Americans, not to follow those orders. I am asking you, as fathers and mothers, sons and daughters, brothers and sisters, to not destroy what is left of your country. I have spoken with your President. He is committed to becoming the new ruler of the world through the use of his authority as Commander in Chief and the immense destructive power you hold in your hands. He wants you to murder millions of people so he can rule the world.
“I have spent my life trying to save people, to help them become the best they can be, and to teach them to live in peace with one another. Each and every person is valuable to me, and my hope is that you may share some of that value with me. I am not asking you to follow me, or to recognize me as a leader of people. I am asking you to wait and see what we, as common people can accomplish. You have the power to destroy any or all of us at your discretion. You will have that power today and tomorrow, and every day after that. Give us the opportunity to prove ourselves to you. Let us demonstrate our commitment to building a peaceful civilization for the benefit of all of mankind. Give us the chance to rebuild a better America, a country you will once again be proud to protect and consider your home. Our fate is in your hands. Thank you for listening.”
“So what do we do now?” Tia asked. “Try to get back into the cave in the mountains before everything gets incinerated?”
“There comes a point in time when you must stand your ground,” John said, “where you have to put your faith in the goodness of most people. The cave is there for anyone who wants to go there. I will make my stand here, and now. If this world has actually degenerated to the point where those who have served our country faithfully, and for decades, are now willing to murder their own people by the millions to satisfy a psychopath, then I no longer have any desire to go on. My path will end here, in the midst of the people I have lived my life to serve.”
Tia looked over at me, waiting for my response. The expression on her face told me that whatever I chose would be her choice, too. She put her whole life in my hands with one look, and waited with calm certainty, as if she had no doubts in her mind that I would make the right decision.
“I think we’re going to be okay,” I said. “I’m not sensing any danger to us.”
“Okay,” Tia said, “then we stay here, too.”
* * *
Two weeks later we received word that a U.S. nuclear submarine had surfaced in San Francisco bay and a naval officer came ashore in a small rubber raft. The submarine disappeared under the water as soon as the officer had moved away from it. The officer, a Navy Lieutenant, was asking to meet with John. John sent his Learjet 45 to San Francisco and brought him to Denver.
“Guys, this is Lieutenant David Saltzman,” John said as he introduced us. “He is here to observe and learn as much as he can about us. I have promised him access to everything we do.”
“Did you get our message from John?” Tia asked. “What did you think of it?”
“Was there really an order to send missiles targeting the U.S.?” Ed asked.
“What is the submarine fleet prepared to do?” I asked.
“What are your orders pertaining to—“ Major Samuels asked.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” John said, interrupting our questions. “I’m sure Lieutenant Saltzman will answer your questions, one at a time, if you give him half a chance.”
“And you can call me Dave,” the Lieutenant replied. “This isn’t anywhere near as formal as you may think it is. To answer the young lady first, yes, we did receive John’s message. That, in a nut shell, is why I am here. As to the content of any encrypted messages we may, or may not, have received, I cannot comment on those issues one way or the other. I am prepared to say that we have discussed it among ourselves and have decided that we needed to get to know you better. That’s why I am here.”
He looked at Tia and smiled. “I love the two colored eye thing, is that natural?” he asked.
“Yep,” Tia said, “born this way.”
“Fascinating,” he replied.
“As for my orders, I’m here on a fact-finding mission. I have no authority to negotiate anything, ask for anything, or grant anything. I’m just here to get to know you.”
I glanced over at John. He was looking for my reaction to all of this. I cracked a knowing smile. John moved slowly away from the group. As the Lieutenant continued to answer questions I slowly drifted away from the group and met John on the other side of the room.
“Well?” John whispered.
“Mostly he’s telling the truth,” I whispered back.
“But?”
“He has the authority to negotiate an arrangement,” I whispered, “but my guess is that he won’t get into that until he’s satisfied we’re trustworthy.”
John glanced back over at Lieutenant Saltzman. “That was what I suspected from the beginning,” he whispered back. “What I don’t know is who sent him, and why.”



CHAPTER 28

John continued to get updates from around the country and around the world. The places that were doing the best were next to hydroelectric dams. The electric generators were protected under tons of concrete so they were operational. Only the transformers had to be fixed and wire restrung and electricity became available to factories. Residences would have to wait for more transformers. We needed the factories up and running first.
I checked to see if there was anything new from the robot’s head in the communications room. As I sorted through the items on the screen I was interrupted by a message.
guardian? appeared on the screen.
“Yes,” I answered.
Are we alone? appeared on the screen.
“Yes.”
We have monitored your radio traffic and what you have been doing to help people. We know you have the capability to communicate globally and are currently helping people on other continents. We are also aware of your lack of energy resources. We have an offer.
“What would you like?” I asked.
We would like you to share the following information.
The printer started running. I looked at what was coming out of the printer and asked, “What do you want from us in return?”
We would like you to share this information with everyone without cost.
“We agree,” I said.
We will continue to monitor how you handle this information. If you do well, we will share more information with you in the future. Speak to no one of our monitoring.
“I agree,” I said.
The screen went blank and the printer continued to run. As I read what was on the sheets I opened the door to the small room and shouted. “Tia.”
“Yeah?” she answered.
“Get John in here, fast.”
“What’s going on?” she asked.
“Bring John, now,” I replied.
When John and Tia arrived I asked John, “How much neodymium can you put your hands on?”
John stopped and thought. “Like for super magnets?” he asked.
“Yeah,” I replied. “I’ve also got a list of other materials that we can use, but the neodymium is the big item.”
“We have members who make super magnets. I can make some inquiries. What do we need super magnets for?”
“The robot in Tibet just sent us complete plans for what they call a Magnetic Effect Generator. According to the description, once you spin this thing up to speed, it will continue to run on its own. It will produce electricity without the consumption of any other fuel,” I said.
“How long will it run?” John asked.
“It looks like you need to recharge the magnets once every six to seven years,” I replied.
“And how much electricity does it produce?” John asked.
“Depends on the size of the unit,” I said. “There’re plans here for a unit that produces four hundred megawatts. And units that weigh as little as five pounds for personal use.”
“What do they want in return for the designs?” John asked.
“The only condition is that we give it away without cost,” I replied.
John staggered a bit and leaned against the door jamb for support.
“Seriously?” he asked.
“Seriously,” I replied.
“Carl,” John said, “this can make such a difference. Can this thing power a car or a truck?”
“From what I see it can power a locomotive or an airplane or a ship at sea,” I said.
“And it’s clean? No pollution or environmental impacts?”
“From what I am seeing, it’s perfectly clean. No pollution, no hazardous waste, no emissions.”
“And we can give it away?” John asked.
“That’s the only requirement. We have to give the information away. You can receive a fair price from building the units, but the knowledge of how to build them is free to everyone.”
“Okay,” John said. He started to snap his fingers repeatedly as he looked up at the ceiling. “Phoenix… Phoenix, Arizona. We have a super magnet company member who can build a test unit. I’ll get on the radio and see what we can do. Tell the robot thank you,” he said as he headed out the door.
I didn’t tell him that the robot in Tibet also considered this a test of character for John. I reminded myself that tests of character come in two versions: adversity and authority, and between the two, adversity was easier. The real test of a person’s character was authority.
* * *
Two weeks after receiving the Magnetic Effect Generator, John decided I needed to be there for testing and evaluating the generator. Ed would go along for security and Tia insisted on going wherever I went. John was getting reluctant to use his Learjet 45 because he was limited by the amount of jet fuel he had in storage and the availability of fuel at the landing location, but at the moment, the only other way to get to Phoenix was to walk. Dave Saltzman, the Navy Lieutenant, asked to come along. John agreed.
The weather was hot when we landed in Phoenix with clear blue skies and a gentle breeze. We parked John’s jet in what remained of a hanger and left the pilot and copilot to guard the plane. We were met by an enterprising young man and his friend who had built a two-seat rickshaw attached to a bicycle built for two. The bicycle had a small sign attached to the side that read, “Limo Service”. We all had a good laugh over it and climbed into the seat. Tia and I shared the forward facing seat while Ed and Dave shared the rear facing seat. Our luggage, what there was of it, was loaded onto a rack between the two seats. The two young men pedaled hard as we were whisked along the empty road and into what remained of the city.
Damaged buildings were being dismantled for parts and new construction was well underway. We arrived at the Phoenix Super Magnet Cooperative late that afternoon. The manager, Ralph Tobin, showed us around. The ceramic magnets were being cast and baked in a sintering kiln, which had been built to operate with firewood. It looked primitive, but it was working. In order to reach the high temperatures required, fans, powered by people on bicycles were being used. Firewood was being chucked into the burner section as the kiln was run continuously for thirty-six hours. After that the magnets were ground to size on machines powered again by people on bicycles pedaling away in shifts. Once the magnets were finished, they were coated with an epoxy solution to keep oxygen from getting to the Iron, neodymium and Boron mixture that made up the super magnet.
“How did you get so many people to do the pedaling?” I asked.
“My dad always talked about how if people were unhappy with local conditions, they would vote with their feet,” Ralph said. “These people are investing with their feet, literally. When I got the message from John I held a public meeting and explained about the magnets and the new generator. They formed the cooperative with me, and we all went to work to make this happen. They are just as much owners as I am.”
Ralph had built special forms for magnetizing the parts for the generator. Alternators from cars were wired together and powered by bicycle peddlers to charge the magnetizing machine, which used large capacitors and coils to do its work. The final parts were being magnetized and assembled on a wooden work bench.
“It’s smaller than I thought it would be,” I said, as I looked at the nearly finished generator.
“The result of compromise,” Ralph replied. “This is the largest size we could make with the primitive equipment we have. It’s not big enough for the applications John talked about, but it’s large enough to power the more critical operations in our factory, if it works the way the plans say. If this actually proves out, we will use it as our power source to make larger versions.”
“Okay,” I said, “where are we in the process?”
“This unit will be ready for its first operational test sometime tomorrow,” Ralph replied. “This generator has two stationary magnetic cylindrical walls surrounded by roller magnets, and a third wall around the outside where we have the coils mounted. The magnets don’t actually touch one another, so the only bearings are on the steel frame underneath for the roller magnets. The other frame is on the top for the magnetic walls.”
“And the connection to the load?” I asked.
“The two cables here,” Ralph said, as he picked up two heavy wires. “We made them from some old welding cables. They should do the job.”
“Where are we staying?” I asked.
“Ah, got you set up about a block away,” Ralph said. “Not the Ritz, but it’s all we have.”
* * *
Tia, Ed, Dave and I unloaded our luggage from the rickshaw and moved into a small building with what the owner described as “cozy” rooms. “Rooms” wasn’t how I would have described them. Standing partitions separated the “rooms” and an old blanket served for the door. Ed and Dave settled into one room and Tia and I shared another. I could stand in the center of the room and touch both side walls. There was very little light and no water or sanitary facilities. The owner pointed us to the outhouse in back of the building. I could sense Tia’s reluctance to stay here, but it had a roof and privacy, well, sort of.
We joined the rest of the people working in the area for dinner that evening, which consisted of a bowl of vegetable and bean stew and some bread with a coffee substitute or tea to drink. As we settled in for the night, everything was quiet. The people worked hard during the day and there was no place for any kind of recreation. We were told that there would be a dance on Saturday night.
We had oatmeal and the coffee substitute for breakfast and met back at the Phoenix Super Magnet Cooperative. We helped with the final assembly and after lunch it was ready for its first test. We watched as Ralph started turning the crank that drove a set of gears under the generator. The roller magnets started spinning as they rotated around the magnetic wall pieces. As Ralph cranked harder and the speed picked up, our clothes started to stick to us. I could feel the static electricity in the air and the hair on my arms was standing up and tingling. It didn’t seem right to me. I looked at the electric cables lying on the table and I remembered that the generator should never be run without an electrical load attached.
“Stop cranking,” I shouted to Ralph. He stopped but the generator continued to increase in speed. It was running on its own. Before I could grab the cables the generator lifted up off the table and rose to the roof of the building. Once the generator contacted the roofing material we could hear a humming noise coming from it. The humming was getting louder and rising in pitch.
“If it gets through the roof, we’ll never see it again,” I shouted. “Get a ladder over here, NOW!”
Two guys hurriedly set up a step ladder, the only one in the place, and I climbed up quickly. As I got to the top of the ladder, I couldn’t reach the I-beam structure that supported the roof. The sheet metal of the roof was starting to bulge upward. I balanced myself as I climbed to the top step of the ladder. The I-beam was only six inches above my reach. I jumped and caught the I-beam. I swung my legs up and into the open I-beam structure, quickly moving next to the generator. The sheet metal of the roof was coming apart and the generator started sliding toward the growing crack in the roof. Once it got out, I knew it would keep on rising clear out of the atmosphere and continue heading into outer space.
I hooked my leg around a diagonal section of the open I-beam and leaned toward the generator. It was sliding into the crack in the roof as I grabbed the two large wires dangling in the air. I jammed the ends of the wires together. A bright white arc came from where the two wires touched. The generator quickly spun down and dropped. I hung on to the wires as the generator hung there in the air.
“Get up here and grab on to this thing,” I shouted, “It’s heavy.”
Ed raced up the ladder and pulled the generator over to him.
“You got it?” I asked.
“I got it,” Ed replied.
I let go of the wires and Ed guided it back down the ladder. Ralph and Ed set it down on the wooden work bench.
“How the hell did that happen?” Ralph said.
“This must be why it always has to be connected to an electrical load,” I said. “Now help me get down from here.”
The workers moved two work benches over, and Ed placed the ladder on top of the benches. Ed climbed up and guided my legs down until I was securely on the ladder. I was still shaking as I stepped on the floor.
“I gotta tell you,” Ed said. “That’s the damnedest thing I ever saw.”
“Me, too,” Ralph added.
“Okay,” I said looking around, “let’s try it again, this time hooked up to the electrical load.”
We reassembled the crank system and hooked the large wires to an eight foot by eight foot board Ralph had set up with rows of incandescent light bulbs mounted on it. As Ralph started cranking again, the light bulbs started to glow. This time there was only a small amount of static electricity we could feel around the generator. It started picking up speed and stabilized with all of the light bulbs shining brightly.
“How much power is it generating?” I asked.
Ralph looked at the lights. “Just over seven kilowatts,” he said. “It works!”
Everyone cheered.
“How long will it keep generating electricity?” Ralph asked.
“Between six and seven years,” I replied. “Then we recharge the magnets and it’s good for another six to seven years.”
“Damn,” Ralph said.
“You want to stop it,” I said, “just short out the output wires.”
“Is there a scale around where we can weigh this thing while it’s running?” I asked.
“Yeah,” Ralph said, “there’s one about a half mile from here.”
“Then let’s go,” I replied.
Ralph led the procession. Four of us carried the generator and eight others carried the large panel with the lights mounted on it. The scale was an antique, with triple bars and movable weights on it. We set the generator down on the scale and set everything up. The generator weighed in at 87 pounds.
“Okay,” I said to Ralph, “start cranking.”
As the generator started coming up to speed, the scale shifted with a clunk. The generator was weighing less. Once it came up to operating speed, we moved the weights on the scale. It balanced at 56.5 pounds.
“That’s more than a third of its weight,” Tia observed. “How can that happen? Weight doesn’t just disappear.”
“What happens if we remove some of the electrical load?” I asked.
Ralph walked over to the electric light bulb panel and disconnected a bank of lights. The remaining lights started glowing even brighter and we could hear the generator pick up speed. The old scale clunked again. When we rebalanced the scale the new weight was 43 pounds.
“This is crazy,” Tia said. “Now it’s less than half its original weight. What the hell is going on?”
“Okay,” I said, “shut it down. Let’s try something.”
Ralph shorted out the output wires and the generator came to a rapid halt.
“Will it run upside down?” I asked.
“I don’t see why not,” Ralph replied.
We turned the generator over and checked the weight again. We were back at 87 pounds. Ralph reconnected the remaining bank of light bulbs.
“Start cranking,” I said.
Ralph turned the crank and the generator started running on its own. The old scale clunked again, but this time in the other direction. When we rebalanced the scale it showed the generator weight at 117.5 pounds.
“It’s heavier,” Tia said. “How can that be?”
“It’s directional,” I replied. “The weight isn’t disappearing. The generator is producing an energy field that’s shifting the effect of the weight. That’s what we were feeling the first time this thing ran.”
“Like static electricity?” Tia asked.
“Yes,” I replied, “that must have been an anti-gravitational field.”
“Could you use this to make something fly?” Tia asked.
“Sure looks like it to me,” I replied. “But how would you control it?”
Tia looked at me. “That’s going to take some thought,” she said.
* * *
Later Ed came over to me and whispered.
“I’ve been watching Saltzman,” he said. “He has a communication device. I’ve used one before in the SEALs. It’s a burst transmitter, almost impossible to detect.”
“You think he’s communicating with his submarine?” I asked.
“The burst transmitter doesn’t have that kind of power or range,” Ed replied. “He’s not alone. There’s a covert team working with him somewhere within ten miles of here.”
“How much about us do you think he knows?” I asked.
“He doesn’t seem to know I was a SEAL.” Ed replied, “I haven’t said anything about it to him. He seems more interested in John and what is being done to rebuild our civilization.”
“Do you think he’s connected to the DIA?” I asked.
“I don’t think so,” Ed replied. “As a SEAL, I did quite a bit of work for the DIA. If he was a part of the DIA, he should have recognized me, and he hasn’t.”
“So, regular Navy?”
“That would be my guess.”
“Can you let John know about the support team without tipping our hand to Saltzman?” I asked.
“Yes,” he replied.
* * *
We moved the generator back to the Phoenix Super Magnet Cooperative, set everything back up and let the generator run through the night and into the next day. When I checked for heat buildup I got the shock of my life. The generator was stone cold and so was the air around it. The static electric field the generator produced still bothered me. I picked up a volt meter and held one probe on the bottom of the generator and moved the other probe toward the top. An electric arc jumped from the top of the generator to the probe with a loud snap. The electric discharge also swept through my arms and across my chest, knocking me down to the floor.
Tia and Ralph rushed over to help me get back up to my feet. I was shaking and my arms still felt numb from the shock.
“Carl, are you okay?” Tia asked.
“I think so,” I replied. “That’s a lot of power we could be using. Ralph, can you make some copper plates to collect that energy from the top and the bottom?”
“Sure,” Ralph said. “Is it AC or DC?”
“My guess is that it’s Direct Current,” I said. “Let’s connect the plates to some light bulbs and see how much power we’re dealing with here.”
Ralph shut the generator down and made the copper plates. Once everything was hooked up we restarted the generator.
“It’s Direct Current alright,” Ralph said. “Power level is about one and a half kilowatts, which brings our total to over eight and a half kilowatts. But how do we combine the AC and DC components?”
“John will know somebody who can do that,” I replied.
* * *
Ed and I talked privately with Ralph about being able to talk with John over the radio. Ed and John had a code word system in place, so he was the one to make the radio update with John. Dave Saltzman hung around closely, watching everything, including our radio reports to John. As Ed talked with John over the radio, I listened to see if I could pick up on any hidden message. I couldn’t. It all seemed so natural and had an easy flow to it. Saltzman didn’t seem to notice anything, either.
Ralph shut the generator down and was in the middle of hooking it up to power the factory. Saltzman was intent on the generator installation, so Ed and I had a few minutes to talk privately.
“Did you get the message to John?” I asked.
“Oh yeah,” Ed replied, “in fact, he had already been notified by the robot’s head about the burst transmissions. He even knows where the covert team is located and when they communicate with the Navy.”
“What does John want us to do?” I asked.
“Just what we’re doing,” Ed replied, “I’m thinking there are more Navy ships out there than just the submarines, and they don’t want anyone to know.”
“You think the President knows about the other Navy ships?” I asked.
“I’m sure he does,” Ed replied, “but after the Navy submarines didn’t do anything regarding the President’s orders and Saltzman’s arrival here with John, I think it’s a whole new ball game.”
* * *
The greatest problem we now had was the radiation from the country’s 104 commercial nuclear reactors, spread out over 64 power plant sites. John’s survey results indicated that 54 of the reactor vessels sustained no structural damage that could be seen from the outside, and another 40 had sustained minor damage. That left 10 reactors with an unknown amount of internal damage.
Once Ralph had electrical power in his factory, construction of the next generator moved rapidly. A tall lanky man strolled into Ralph’s shop.
“Guys, this is Hank Ashton,” Ralph said. “He was the supervisor at the Palo Verde Nuclear Power Plant complex just west of here. He’s been out to the plant. There is no direct damage to the reactor building. The three reactors were all shut down when the meteor storm started. The radiation is coming from the rods in the cooling pools, which boiled dry after the auxiliary generators either ran out of fuel or were damaged by meteorites. He thinks if we can power up the cooling pumps, we can stop the radiation and recover the power plants.
“How much electrical power will that take?” I asked.
“Twenty kilowatts,” Hank replied.
I looked at Ralph.
“Already under construction,” Ralph replied. “John’s on board. All of the nuclear power plants have the same kind of cooling system for the fuel rods. If we can recover one plant, we can recover them all.”
“And stop the radiation hazard to the people,” I replied.
“Exactly,” Hank said.
“How high is the radiation at the plant?”
“With a full radiation suit, fifteen minutes maximum one time exposure,” Hank replied.
“Is that enough time to hook up wires to the cooling pumps?” I asked.
“Depending on the damage inside the building, it should work. Worst case, we have three or four people lined up and we work in shifts.”
“And how far away from the building will we have to be without radiation suits?” I asked.
“Quarter of a mile,” Hank said, “depending on the wind direction.”
“Swell,” I said, “now all we have to do is come up with a half mile of wire.”
“You have any idea how much wire is lying on the ground out there after the meteor storm?” Ralph asked. “Half a mile is nothin’.”
“So how many radiation suits do we have?” I asked.
“Well,” Hank said, “that’s the rub. The radiation suits are all stored at the power plant.”
“And someone has to expose himselve to lethal radiation in order to get the suits?” I asked.
“That’s kind of the deal,” Hank said. “We actually have several volunteers.”
“You checked all of the first responder facilities for a suit?” I asked.
“Yep,” Hank said, “no suits.”
“Any universities with nuclear energy departments?” I asked.
Hank had a startled look on his face. “There’s one,” he said. “I hadn’t thought of that.”
“Ralph?” I said.
“I’m on it,” he replied. “It’ll take a couple of days to get there and back on a bicycle, if it hasn’t been destroyed in the fire.”



CHAPTER 29

The guy we sent out to the university hadn’t returned by the time the generator was ready. We slowly moved the generator out to the Palo Verde site. Even with a bicycle pulling the modified trailer it took two days to make the journey. We set up on the north side of the power plant and uncoiled the wire. Hank had a whole crew of people there to help. Dave Saltzman stood back observing. He was an officer on a nuclear submarine. He had to know what Jason was facing.
Jason, the volunteer picked to go into the radiation and retrieve the suits, sat on a rock, staring at the ground. I had learned he was only twenty two years old and had lost his entire family and his fiancé in the meteor storm. He had been suffering from severe depression ever since. He didn’t really want to die, but going on was such a struggle that he had decided that doing something heroic to save others might just make all the emotional pain and struggling worthwhile.
“If I run the whole time, will that make a difference?” Jason asked.
Hank shook his head. “Sixty seconds at the radiation levels inside the plant and you’re over the lethal limit.”
“How long before I start getting sick?”
Hank fidgeted and glanced around before looking Jason straight in the eyes. “Eight to twelve hours.”
“So I could walk in and out and still be able to carry the suits?”
“Yes,” Hank said. “You won’t feel anything at first.”
Jason took a deep breath and slowly blew it out. “And when I get sick, what then?”
Hank lowered his head. “We’ll do everything we can to help,” he said, “but it’s not a good way to die.”
“Okay,” Jason said, “I’ll see you in a little while.”
He stood up and started walking toward the plant. I had that anxious feeling in my heart again. Something was happening. I thought it was over the fact that someone was giving up his life to help a larger cause, but that didn’t feel right, either. I looked at the road. There, in the distance, something was moving. It was too far away to make out exactly what it was, but something inside me knew. Jason was about to open the door to the plant. He had his hand on the door handle when he looked back at us one last time.
“Jason!” I yelled. I waved my arm, motioning him to come back.
“What is it?” he asked as he got back to us.
“Just wait,” I said. “Something’s changing; I can feel it.”
Jason looked at me and then over to Hank. Hank shrugged his shoulders. I turned to the road and pointed.
We watched as a bicycle rider slowly came into view. He was waving one arm in the air as he rode. “Am I in time?” he asked as he arrived. “I rode all of yesterday and all night long to get here. Has anyone gone in there yet?”
“No,” I replied. “Jason, here, was just on his way in when I stopped him.”
“Good,” he said breathing hard. “We found a suit. It was buried in the collapsed building. It took us three days of digging to find it.” He dug the suit out of his backpack. “Here.”
Jason looked at the suit with tears in his eyes. “Thanks, man.” Jason said as he took the suit.
Hank checked the suit out. “It’s an older model,” he said, “it’ll be good for only about five minutes inside the plant, but that should be enough time for Jason to get in and out.”
Jason turned to me. “How did you know?” he asked.
“Just a hunch,” I said.
Jason looked at me for a long moment. “Right,” he said. “Thank you.”
Hank helped Jason into the suit and Jason walked quickly into the plant.
Three minutes later, he emerged carrying a dozen radiation suits.
Hank’s crew suited up and started pulling the wire toward the plant. They were inside less than ten minutes when they emerged, trotting back to our position.
“We’re all hooked up and the switches are all on,” the crew leader reported.
We attached the wires to the generator and started to rotate the crank. The generator started to spin on its own. Hank measured the voltage and current coming off the generator.
“Looks good,” he said. “It’s going to take two hours to fill the pool. I’ll go in and take some measurements of the radiation then.”
* * *
Two hours later, Hank jogged the quarter mile into the plant in his suit, carrying his radiation meter. Twenty minutes later, he hadn’t come back out.
“Shouldn’t we send someone in to see what happened?” I asked.
“Hank knows what he’s doing,” the crew leader said. “Give him some more time.”
At the thirty minute mark, Hank emerged from the plant building slowly walking back. Half way back to us he removed the helmet from the radiation suit.
“It’s working,” he said as he arrived. “Radiation levels are falling. The cooling pool is full and the reserve water pool is filling. I inspected the control room and everything looks like it should work. We need to get team two and three out here; we can send a team in only once, and we’ve got two more reactors to rescue. Good job, everyone.”
As I talked with Hank, I noticed Dave Saltzman wander off to the side. He was reporting in.
* * *
The next day Hank’s Team Two ran additional wires from reactor Building One to Building Two. By noon, the cooling pools were full and Team Three took over, running wires from Building Two to Building Three. By late afternoon, the radiation levels were down significantly.
“In two or three days we can start decontamination,” Hank said. “A week or two after that we can try bringing the first reactor back on line. If that works properly, you can have your generator back. We’ll be self-sustaining and ready to supply electricity to the area from that point on.”
“Then we better start stringing power lines,” I said, “and see what we have in the way of transformers.”
“Yep,” Hank said, “transformers are going to be your limiting component. Here’s the name of a guy who just might know where some of those transformers can be found.”
I took the name and thanked him for his help.
* * *
Hank was good to his word. Sixteen days later, reactor number one went subcritical as the control rods were slowly raised out of the reactor core. In an hour, steam was flowing and the massive generators began to rotate. Palo Verde Number One was back online, the country’s first nuclear reactor to be recovered. Electricity was the life-blood of industrial operations. Metals could be refined, cast, molded, forged and machined; wood could be cut, planed and processed; looms could be built and operated; cloth and thread could be made.
I brought John up to date over the radio.
“How are you doing for water in the Phoenix area?” John asked.
“That’s the one thing that is taking the greatest amount of our time and resources,” I said. “We’re following the same procedure we used in Denver. We have the same basic situation: no blueprints, so we don’t know where all the shutoff valves are located. We have some guys who worked for the DPW Water Department and they have turned off everything they can remember. The rest we’ll just have to try and see what we can find.”
“Okay,” John said. “How soon will you be starting?”
“Wires are already run,” I replied. “Tia’s out at the water plant now supervising initial startup.”
“The other concern is food production,” John said. “I’ve received reports that farmers are having trouble plowing their fields. There is little if any fuel for tractors and only a couple hundred horses survived the meteor storm. Farmers are plowing their fields with twenty to thirty people pulling the plows by hand. This is insane. We need better answers.”
“I know we do,” I replied, “but the lack of reliable transportation is crippling everything. Even if we manage to grow the food, how do we get it to where the people are?”
“The railroads are our first answer,” John said. “But right now we have only three trains and thirty five thousand miles of damaged track. People are going to starve this winter unless we can come up with a better answer.”
“I’ll talk with Ralph,” I said. “I know he’s been working on something. I’ll see if it will help.”
The sheer number of problems was staggering. I began to realize that the 650,000,000 people that died in the meteor storm 63,000 years ago were not only the direct result of the storm, but of the disease and starvation that followed. We had survived the storm. The only question now was how do we manage to grow enough food and get it to where the people are so we don’t end up at a thousand survivors again?
* * *
Ralph showed his private project to me. A large stake truck had survived the meteor storm. Without diesel fuel it was essentially useless, but Ralph had pulled the engine and was replacing it with a magnetic generator. All that was missing was an electric motor.
“We found several industrial motors that survived the fires and the meteorites,” Ralph said. “But they’re the wrong voltage to be used directly. I have a guy rewinding the first motor now. Tomorrow we try it all out and see if it works.”
“Good,” I said. “John told me Albuquerque is in desperate need of water and they have no electricity. Can you help them?”
“We’re casting the parts for our first megawatt generator now,” Ralph replied, “it should be ready to go within the week. Albuquerque works for me. There’re 20 thousand pounds of neodymium over there. We can deliver the generator and pick up the neodymium for the return trip.”
“Excellent,” I said. “I’ll let John know. He’ll have your neodymium all packaged up and ready to go. By the way, can you come up with a generator and motor combination that we can retrofit to a tractor?”
“You mean like a farm tractor?”
“Yeah,” I replied. “Right now people are pulling plows by hand, trying to grow enough food to get us through the winter. Tractors would make a huge difference.”
“Huh,” Ralph said. “Let me see what I can find.”
* * *
On the first test of the stake truck, the connection between the motor and the transmission broke after an hour of use. Ralph beefed up the connection and two days later we had our first delivery truck ready to go. It was a little comical watching the driver start the generator. The crank extended through the front of the grill work and reminded me of the old movies with people starting the Model T’s Henry Ford used to make.
The next day we loaded the country’s first megawatt magnetic generator onto the back of the truck and covered it with a tarp. By noon, it was on its way to Albuquerque.
“I took a look at some tractors,” Ralph said. “There’re quite a few that survived. They run on a hydrostatic drive, which makes the transition to a magnetic generator system relatively simple. My engineer thinks we can come up with a retrofit package that can be installed into a tractor in less than a day.”
“How many do you think you can build?” I asked.
“If I can build some more kilns, we can make a dozen a week,” he said.
“In addition to what you are making now?”
“The parts spend 36 hours in the kiln,” Ralph replied. “That’s the current bottleneck. The rest of the operations are relatively short, by comparison.”
“And what’s holding up new kilns?” I asked.
“Fire bricks,” Ralph replied. “Right now we are scavenging damaged houses with fireplaces for the fire bricks.”
“Can we make more?” I asked.
“The problem is getting the right clay for the bricks,” Ralph said. “In the past all of the Alumina Clay for fire bricks came from South America. We don’t have any reserves except for old fireplaces.”
“So our only long-term solution is international trade,” I replied. “That is going to take a lot of time to accomplish, since it depends on shipping things on the oceans.”
It dawned on me that the Navy just might have freighters that could be put to use, if they even acknowledge the ships exist. I located Lieutenant Saltzman and pulled him aside for a private conversation.
“Some of the materials that are critical for us to rebuild our civilization come from other countries,” I said. “Can the Navy help get things started by moving materials from one country to another over the oceans? I assume the Navy has freighters to move cargo.”
Saltzman smiled. “As I said,” he replied, “I have no authority to promise anything or to negotiate anything. I am just here to observe.”
“And I know that most of the Navy ships run on diesel oil, which will run out very shortly,” I replied. “Even the nuclear powered ships require new fuel rods from time to time, and all of your people need to eat. We are going to be in a position to supply what you need, but it’s not going to be a one way street. We can all survive by working together, helping one another.”
“Like I said,” he replied, “I can’t promise anything.”
I could sense the thoughts in his head and his feelings. He still felt a little arrogant about his perceived position of power over us. I decided to shake him up a little.
“Consider the idea that there are fewer secrets than you think there are,” I said.
“And what’s that supposed to mean?” he asked, changing his posture to a more aggressive stance.
At least I had his complete attention now. “It means the answer resides in cooperation rather than competition,” I said. “Think about it. We’re not a threat to you, but we can be a valuable resource to you under the right conditions.”
I left him to ponder the situation alone, knowing he would pass the information up his chain of command.



CHAPTER 30

“I’ve got a new project for you,” John said as our daily radio update started. “I’ve got a guy in Seattle who thinks he can make an aircraft turbofan engine run on electricity.”
“An electric jet engine?” I asked. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”
“And you probably hadn’t ever heard of a Magnetic Effect Generator before we got the designs for them, either,” John replied.
“Point well taken,” I said. “So what does he need?”
“He needs help matching what he has to a magnetic generator. He’s got some interesting ideas that I’d like you to evaluate,” John said. “I’ve got enough jet fuel to make this one last trip, so the plane will be staying in Seattle with you. If you can help make this work, we’re back in business; otherwise we’re down to ground transportation only.”
“Okay,” I said, “I’m game, Tia and Ed, too?”
“Yeah,” John replied, “and Lieutenant Saltzman. He’s probably going to want to be in on this one, too. Invite him along and see what he says.”
“Okay,” I said, “when do we leave?”
“You have the plane down there,” John said, “Wheels up ASAP. You’ll have to stop in Denver for fuel.”
That evening I talked with Tia and Ed. They weren’t exactly pleased to have Saltzman along, but they were more than ready to get out of the heat.
“We’re being sent to Seattle,” I told Saltzman. “John’s invited you to come along if you’re interested, or we could drop you off in Denver with him. Your choice.”
“So what’s in Seattle?” Saltzman asked.
“A guy who believes he can make an electric jet engine,” I said.
“That’s actually an oxymoron,” Saltzman replied. “Electric and jet are two incompatible concepts.”
I smiled. Saltzman knew his stuff.
“Okay,” I said, “the guy believes he can make an electric turbofan engine capable of propelling an aircraft in flight.”
“Supersonic flight?” Saltzman asked.
“Remains to be seen,” I replied, “but theoretically, yes.”
Saltzman leaned back in his seat and examined me for a short time. I could feel the gears turning in his mind.
“I’m in,” he said. “When do we leave?”
“Ten tomorrow morning.”
* * *
We got up, had breakfast and took the bicycle-built-for-two limo service back out to the airport. We boarded and took our seats. Ralph loaded a medium-sized magnetic generator into the plane after us. Before we were belted in, the pilot closed the door and ducked into the cockpit. We started rolling immediately and within two minutes were airborne. We stopped in Denver for the remaining jet fuel and took off again for Seattle. The flight took just over two hours as we descended down through the clouds, something we hadn’t seen in a month. The air in Seattle was cool and d& it felt soggy, compared to Phoenix.
Bernard Hockstetler, who preferred to be called just Bernie, met us at the hangar where John’s Learjet 45 would remain. The hangar had a number of holes in the roof and a few in the walls. Several puddles remained on the concrete floor. Since there was nothing to burn inside the hanger during the meteor storm, it remained structurally sound. The only problem was, when it rained, which it did a lot in Seattle, everything inside the hangar got wet.
“My shop is in back of the hangar,” he explained. Bernie told me in general terms what he was doing and what needed to be done. My understanding of how an electric motor works left me visualizing a motor four to five times the size of a jet engine with only a fraction of the power. With the weight of the motors and the electrical power required, I didn’t see how an electric airplane could get off the ground.
Bernie kept talking about how all the rules changed with resonance, and what he had found with his experiments. We arrived at his shop exhausted, but Bernie insisted on showing us one of his motors. He showed us a common quarter-horse-power appliance motor, small and compact and how he had rewired the motor with much larger wire. The motor was connected to a clutch assembly and from there to a six-foot diameter fan bolted to the floor. On the work bench next to the clutch assembly were some capacitors wired in with the motor.
“Ordinarily,” Bernie explained, “this motor will not drive a fan this large, and if it does, it will turn slowly, creating only a small breeze. But by making the motor a resonant circuit, many times the electric current will flow inside the motor, giving it many times the torque needed to drive the fan.”
“Yes,” I said, “but the power consumed by the motor still has to come from the outside. It doesn’t actually generate power within itself.”
“I know they taught you that in engineering school,” Bernie said. “They taught me that too. But they were wrong. They didn’t pursue it because they were taught it couldn’t work. Watch what happens.”
Bernie pointed to a watt meter connected to the wires between the motor and the capacitors and a second watt meter connected to the wires that led down to a car alternator mounted on a bicycle next to the work bench.
Bernie started pedaling, just as so many other people were doing down in Phoenix, to create electrical energy. The large fan started to rotate gently as expected.
“The whole thing is frequency sensitive,” Bernie said as he changed gears on the bicycle and began pumping harder. The large fan began rotating faster, developing more of a breeze. I checked the power meters. The energy produced by the alternator on the bicycle was the same as that being consumed by the motor. Then the fan increased dramatically in speed and power.
“Check the power levels now,” Bernie shouted over the noise of the fan.
I looked again at the meters. The power coming into the motor had gone up a little, but the power inside the motor circuit was ten times what was being fed into it. I was stunned. The fan increased to a roar and small objects around the shop were being blown around by the violent wind now being produced. I finally realized why the fan was bolted to the concrete floor.
“Check it again!” Bernie shouted.
I checked the input power from the bicycle alternator. It had actually gone down by half! The power in the motor circuit was now almost fifty times the input power from the bicycle alternator. Bernie stopped pedaling and let the system coast. The fan maintained its power and speed for over a minute, before it, too, started to slow down. When everything stopped Bernie got off the bicycle and motioned us to the back section of the shop.
“How in the hell did you do that?” I asked.
“It’s been there all along,” Bernie said. “We were all programmed to believe it couldn’t be done with the Law of the Conservation of Energy. But there are different laws that apply, laws we were never taught.”
“You mean laws that hadn’t been discovered before?” I asked.
Bernie looked at me. “No,” he said, “laws of electromagnetism that have been purposely suppressed. Many of these laws have been known for over a hundred years, since the days of Nicola Tesla, and have been deliberately hidden by our university professors. The oil cartel has been buying up new energy inventions for decades and hiding them from the public. Anyone knowledgeable of these laws who won’t cooperate with the oil cartel is murdered. I lost two very good friends that way.”
I thought about the first time we powered up the magnetic generator down in Phoenix and the anti-gravitational field that it developed when it lifted up off the work bench and pinned itself to the inside of the roof. They never taught us anything like that in engineering school, either. What else was going on that we didn’t recognize because we thought it was impossible? The four different types of Vimana, or ancient flying craft in the cave in Tibet immediately came to mind.
“So how did you find these hidden laws?” I asked.
“I began studying the work of Nicola Tesla, Maxwell and Gabriel Kron. Radio transmitters work on a resonant circuit,” Bernie explained. “In that circuit the input power exactly equals the output power, less internal losses. Resonant motor circuits were assumed to work on the same principle, but they don’t. When an electric motor rotates it forms an electromagnetic vortex which draws more power in from the surrounding electromagnetic field. The electromagnetic vortex increases the available electrical power in the same way a tornado increases the power of a storm by drawing in more air. Your magnetic generator works on the same principle, just with a magnetic field in place of an electric field. It’s all laid out here in my calculations.”
Bernie showed me his notebook. The math looked like something I’d never seen before.
“What kind of math is that?” I asked.
“It’s Tensor Calculus,” Bernie replied. “You know, used to analyze torsion vectors.”
“Oh, right,” I replied, wondering what the hell he was talking about. “So what else did you want to show us?”
Bernie led us out the back door of the shop to a canvas enclosure and opened the side flap.
“This is what I needed the generator for,” he said.
It was a complete turbofan engine with the center jet combustion section removed and one of Bernie’s electric motors mounted in its place. The electric motor was designed so that the outside rotated and the center section remained stationary. The outer section had the turbine blades attached to it, surrounded by the mounting frame and the cowling we have come to recognize so easily from all the commercial jets that we flew on in the past. This was actually a small-to-medium-sized turbofan, measuring six feet in diameter. I’d seen some as large as fourteen feet in diameter. The turbofan was mounted on a set of stanchions securely fastened to a concrete slab with a built-in thrust sensor.
“It’s a triple fan, high-bypass engine,” Bernie said.
“Would that be suitable for military use?” Saltzman asked.
“Military engines are low bypass and derive a greater portion of their thrust from the jet exhaust and afterburners,” Bernie replied. “Since there is no jet engine portion to the engine you are going to get a lot less thrust. But, again, that will depend on the engine size, won’t it?”
The Lieutenant smiled and shut up.
The turbofan was mounted on a set of stanchions securely fastened to a concrete slab with a built-in thrust sensor.
“You built all of this since the meteor storm?” I asked.
Bernie stopped and looked at me. “No,” he replied, “I’ve been working on this for eleven years. I put everything from my retirement fund at Boeing into this project. Good thing, too. All that money would be gone now. At least I have two engines like this to show for it.”
“Is the core of the other engine converted to electric like this one?” I asked.
“Yes, and no,” he replied. “The electric motor part is built but not installed. I wanted to get the bugs worked out on the first one before I finished the second one.”
“Understandable,” I commented.
We spent the rest of the day hooking up the capacitors and wiring between the generator and the turbofan engine. Bernie made a large pot of chili for dinner and provided cots and sleeping bags for the night. The following day we ran the first operational test of the engine.
I cranked the generator up and the turbofan engine spooled up. The generator reached its normal operating speed but the turbofan engine was still struggling. Bernie checked the meters.
“The generator’s producing enough power,” he said, “but it isn’t running fast enough. The operating frequency is too low, so the turbofan isn’t going into resonance. We have only about 900 pounds of thrust. That’s only a quarter of what we need.”
“Then what we need is a larger generator,” I said.
Bernie shook his head. “It’ll be too heavy,” he replied. “The plane will never get off the ground. I can fit two generators into the back of the cabin. With no fuel in the wings and all of the passengers in the front seats, the plane will balance. Otherwise you either can’t take off, or you can’t land. Either one is no good.”
“He’s right,” the pilot said. “That’s why the wing is in the middle of the plane with the passengers right on top of the wing. The plane has to balance front to back in order to fly properly.”
Bernie lowered his head. “It isn’t going to work,” he said. “I dragged you out here for nothing.”
I remembered the loss of weight in the generator as it ran in Phoenix, and especially when the load was reduced. The anti-gravity force field wasn’t something we had released about the generators. “There’s a way to do this. We just need to do some recalculating.”
I gave Bernie the basic concepts and he ran the calculations for a generator nearly twice the size. With the lower load ratio on the generator, it would run faster, getting the frequency up into the resonant range. At the same time the higher speed of the generator would create a stronger anti-gravitational field and reduce the effective weight down to where a single smaller generator would have been.
I got on the radio with John and explained our situation. The larger generators would reduce the passenger space from ten passengers down to four, but he would have some storage behind the generators for some extra cargo. John agreed with the new plan and ordered the new generators from Ralph in Phoenix.
We spent the next two weeks modifying the second turbofan engine, replacing the jet section with the second electric motor assembly. The day after we finished the conversion of the second turbofan engine, Ralph’s stake truck arrived with the new generators. It took all of us to move the generators off the back of the truck and into position in Bernie’s shop. The truck driver said he had also dropped off twenty small generators for tractors on the way up to Seattle. We hooked up the capacitors and were ready for the power test the next morning. John had power transistors built by his business associate with semiconductor manufacturing equipment. The power transistors were wired to feed the DC component of the generator into the AC component through an “H” bridge configuration, reinforcing the output to the full capacity of the generator.
I cranked the generator up and it took over on its own. The turbofan engine accelerated and went into resonance. Bernie checked the thrust meter.
“Thirty-eight hundred pounds of thrust,” he announced proudly.
“How much thrust does each engine on John’s Learjet 45 produce?” I asked the pilot.
He smiled. “Thirty-five hundred pounds.”
I motioned for Bernie, Ed and Saltzman to come over to the generator. We grabbed the handles and the four of us easily lifted the generator off the ground. Bernie looked shocked. I smiled. Saltzman was smiling too, but probably for a different reason.
* * *
Over the next several days we walked back and forth between Bernie’s shop and the hangar, carrying everything to the hangar, including our bedding and cots. Bernie began dismantling the center section of John’s Lear Jet 45. With the first generator we had brought here on the plane, Bernie was able to use his Tungsten Inert Gas welder to modify the airframe and mountings for the new turbofan engines. We built in electric motors to spin the generator up to speed instead of the manual crank system, and modified the throttle controls in the cockpit to control the engines independently. The rear four seats were removed and a sheet metal covering was fabricated to cover the generators. We had to squeeze past the generators in order to get to the lavatory in the back of the plane, but that was a minor inconvenience.
Finally, everything had come together. The pilot and copilot taxied out to the main runway and made several dry runs, accelerating rapidly and then shutting the engines down before they reached the end of the runway. The pilot and copilot taxied back to the beginning of the main runway again and paused. John’s Lear Jet 45 accelerated quickly and halfway down the runway gracefully took to the air. The plane made a gentle sweeping turn to the left, circling the airport, and realigned with the runway for its landing. On final approach the plane appeared to drop too quickly and would have hit the ground before the beginning of the runway. The wheels of the plane were touching the weeds in the field before the plane pulled away from the ground at the last second. The pilot flew over the runway and swung around for a second attempt at landing. The second time the plane came in faster and took most of the runway to land. When the plane returned to the hangar and stopped, the pilot and copilot emerged from the cabin.
“What happened?” Bernie asked. “It looked like you were in trouble during the first landing.”
“We were,” the pilot said. “We backed the engines down like we would normally, but the generators regained too much of their weight and the plane became too heavy. We had to increase speed in order to overcome the extra weight.”
“That’s why the long landing on the second approach,” Bernie said.
“Exactly,” the pilot replied. “As long as we keep the generators running at the higher speed we don’t have a weight problem. We can’t slow the generators down until we’re actually on the ground. It makes for a longer landing requirement, but it’s still workable. It means we need the same length runway to land as we do to take off.”
“Which is?” I asked.
“About a mile,” the pilot replied.
We went through a thorough check out of the plane again. Everything was holding together perfectly. The next day the pilot and copilot took the plane for a more extensive flight test up to 40,000 feet and increasingly sharp turns. The following day we checked everything again. The final flight test involved near acrobatic maneuvers for which I was happy to be watching from solid ground. One final inspection of the airframe and engine mounts and John’s new electrically powered Lear Jet 45 was ready for service.
Bernie formed the Seattle Turbofan Cooperative and John helped with the financing. Bernie was paid for his development work and conversion of John’s learJet45. He was also given a sizable grant and a one hundred year loan to build engines and convert existing aircraft to electric engines.
* * *
As soon as we landed in Denver John met us at the airport.
“There are some situations we need to address immediately,” he said. “I’ve been in radio contact with people in Japan, China, Great Britain, Germany and France. They need our help.”
“So what do you want us to do?” I asked.
“The four of you make a good team,” John said, “I need you to make some deliveries and share your experience in Phoenix about recovering nuclear reactors with other countries.”
I looked at Ed, Tia and Saltzman. They all seemed to be in agreement.
“When do we leave?” I asked.
“Ordinarily I would say as soon as the plane is refueled, but since that is no longer necessary, how about now?”
“We could use some rest and something to eat,” I replied.
“Of course you could,” John said with a smile. “How about first thing tomorrow morning?”
* * *
The following morning we flew to Phoenix and loaded a magnetic generator and one radiation suit into the cargo space of John’s Lear Jet 45. It turns out we weren’t the only ones who stored their radiation suits at the nuclear power plants. Twelve hours later we landed in Shizuhama Japan.
The land was flat with thousands of burned out buildings — the remains of Shizuhama City. The runway had been cleared and a small section of the terminal had been rebuilt. To the southeast was the ocean, dotted with small fishing boats.
We were greeted by a group of men in dark gray business suits who bowed as we got off the plane. We bowed in return. One man stepped forward and spoke in broken English. It was difficult to get exactly what he wanted to say. Saltzman stepped forward and spoke to them in Japanese. I had been sensing there was a lot more to Saltzman than he was letting on, but this came as a pleasant surprise.
“He wants to know if the new generator really works,” Saltzman said.
I held out my arm toward the door to the plane. Saltzman spoke and invited them onto the plane. Saltzman showed them the generator mounted in the middle of the plane and took them around to the turbofan engines and pointed inside the engine as he explained how the generator powered the entire plane. The Japanese men smiled excitedly, nodded and bowed repeatedly. We opened the cargo door and showed them the generator we had brought to them, as well as the radiation suit.
I could feel the gratitude and relief they were experiencing. They brought a roller cart over to the plane and unloaded the generator. One of the men carried the radiation suit proudly at the head of the procession. Saltzman explained what had to be done at the nuclear reactor site while we ate fish and rice, with some warm Sake to drink.
We spent the night in a clean comfortable room and rode bicycles south to the nuclear power plant in the morning. The Hamaoka Nuclear Power Plant was built on the shore of the Enshu Sea and was surrounded by a massive steel and concrete sea wall that protected the power plant from Tsunamis. Unfortunately, it provided no protection from the meteor storm. Still. There was no major damage to the power plant itself.
The generator was already there. Saltzman explained that the men had moved the generator during the night so as to not waste time. The wires were run and everything was hooked up as directed. I was given the honor of cranking the generator. Once the generator came up to speed and was running on its own, the man wearing the radiation suit ran into the reactor building and returned two minutes later.
Saltzman translated. “He says water is flowing into the cooling pools. They have retrieved all of the radiation suits from the power plant and wish to return our suit.”
One man came forward and bowed, offering me the carefully folded radiation suit. I bowed in return and gratefully accepted the suit. We returned to the airport and were treated to another dinner of fish, rice and Sake. The leader of the Japanese group spoke to Saltzman.
“He wants to know what they can do in return for the generator,” Saltzman said.
“Oh,” I said, “I almost forgot.”
I ran to the plane and brought the drawings John had put together containing all of the information regarding the Magnetic Effect Generators. I bowed and offered the drawings to the leader. He gratefully accepted the drawings. We unrolled the drawings on the short table after we had finished dinner. Saltzman went over the drawings and explained what everything said. The leader dutifully wrote the translations in Japanese on the drawings. The session lasted until three in the morning.
“He is asking again what they can do in return for the generator and the designs,” Saltzman said.
“Tell him the generator is a gift from John and he hopes we can be friends,” I said. “The designs for the generators are also a gift, but they come with one condition: they have to be given to anyone who wants them at no cost. The price for the designs is that they have to help others without anything in return. Ask him if those terms are agreeable to him.”
The leader and Saltzman spoke briefly and bowed to one another.
“He says it will be his great honor to do as you ask and he extends his strong friendship to you and to John.”
The leader and I bowed and shook hands.
The following morning our four-person team headed back to Phoenix. After a night’s rest, we flew to Qinshan, China with another generator and our radiation suit. This time the group that met us was much larger. The leader of the group introduced himself in perfect English.
“Esteemed gentlemen and lady, welcome to China,” he said, “I am Eric Chang.”
I bowed slightly. “Mister Chang,” I said, “I am curious. If you don’t mind my asking, how did you get the name Eric?”
He smiled. “It stems from my days at Harvard,” he said. “I was young and daring in those days. In order to stand out and be remembered, I dyed my hair bright red. It didn’t take long before everyone began calling me Eric the Red, so I adopted the name.”
“And what was your major?” I asked.
“Political science and law,” he answered. “I am this region’s Premier.” He looked at the engines on John’s plane.
“The engines are electric,” I said. “No fuel limitations. Would you like a closer look?”
“I would, if you don’t mind,” he replied.
I explained how the engines were based on a resonant motor design, which we were happy to share with him. I also showed him the generators inside the plane and gave him the drawing package and technical information on how to build the generators. He showed us into a conference room at the airport and provided us with an excellent meal.
“I see the generators are made with neodymium,” Eric said. “We have no neodymium deposits in China, so I am afraid these designs will do us little good.”
I sensed he was being a little deceptive and was interested in negotiating a lot more than getting China’s nuclear reactors back under control. I glanced at Saltzman. He was looking around and seemed to be paying little attention to the conversation. Eric spoke to several of his men in the room in Chinese who immediately left the room.
“I seem to recall that China was one of the world’s largest super magnet manufacturing centers,” I said. “How many of the super magnet factories survived the meteor storm and fires?”
Eric paused, walked over to the door, opened it and spoke in Chinese again to someone in the hall.
“Please forgive my rudeness,” Eric said as he returned. “As Premier there are many things I must attend to as the day progresses. To answer your question, we have seven large super magnet facilities that are potentially functional, once electricity has been restored. One of them is not far from here. I could arrange a tour if you are so inclined.”
“We would be honored,” I replied.
As we exited the building, a small fleet of bicycle-powered rickshaws were waiting for us. We climbed in, two to a rickshaw, and were off to see the super magnet factory. Tia and I sat together with Ed and Saltzman in another. Half an hour later we arrived at the factory. Places in the brick walls had been repaired recently and the roof was still in the process of being fixed. We entered through a large open bay door.
The inside of the building was quite modern and meticulously clean.
“These are the kilns,” Eric said as he pointed to a long row of six foot diameter cylindrical pieces of equipment. “The sintering process takes different amounts of time, depending on how strong the magnets need to be. I assume we are talking N-52 grade magnets?”
I smiled. “We are,” I replied. Eric knew his stuff.
“And over here is the machining center,” Eric said as he led us into the next section of the factory. The large grinding machines were clean and appeared ready for production. “We have sufficient reserves of iron, cobalt and boron in China,” Eric continued, “If we had a reliable supply of neodymium, we would be in good shape.”
The United States was one of the world’s largest suppliers of neodymium in the world. John had briefed me on what we would be willing to offer in the way of trade.
“We would be able to supply sufficient amounts of neodymium,” I offered, “If you would be willing to make half of the shipment into super magnets for us, you could use the other half for your own use here in China or as exports, whichever you choose."
Eric studied me closely and spoke to one of his associates in Chinese.
“Your offer is acceptable to us,” Eric replied. “When would you be able to ship the mineral?”
I paused. That was one answer I didn’t have.
Saltzman spoke up. “I believe we could have the mineral here in about three months.”
Eric looked at Saltzman. “Excellent,” he replied. “We have a deal.”
As we left the building I whispered to Saltzman, “What going on?”
“Not here,” he whispered back.
The rickshaws took us to the nuclear reactor where Eric already had the generator hooked up. I handed him the radiation suit. He passed it on to one of his associates who put the suit on and walked into the reactor building. Several minutes later he emerged carrying six new radiation suits. Eric’s team quickly suited up and pulled the long wires into the reactor building. Ten minutes later they returned. We cranked the generator up and one man went back into the reactor building to verify that water was flowing into the cooling pool. It was. Eric handed our radiation suit back to us with his thanks. The rickshaws carried us back to the plane.
“Any problems?” I asked the pilot as we boarded the plane.
“Nope,” he replied. “We have had an armed guard around the plane since you left. No one in. No one out. They even brought us dinner and something to drink.”
“Okay,” I said, “back to Denver.”



CHAPTER 31

Once we were in the air I asked Saltzman what was going on.
“It’s time for us to talk,” he said, “but I want to do this with John present.”
“Too bad you don’t speak Chinese,” Tia commented.
Saltzman smiled. “Who said I don’t?”
“But you didn’t say anything when we were there,” Tia replied.
“That’s because when you have somebody like Eric Chang who speaks excellent English and assumes you don’t speak or understand his dialect of Mandarin, you learn a substantial amount by listening rather than speaking.”
We were all intrigued. “And…” I said.
“He has a supply of neodymium lined up but it is expensive for him. Your offer reduces his cost to a fraction of what it would be. As soon as you made your offer on the neodymium he told his associate to cancel the other order because this would be a quarter of the cost. Eric Chang is more than the Premier of this region of China. My guess is that he is well connected to the new power structure in China. It wouldn’t surprise me to see him as one of the top six people in the new government.”
“So he knew he was going to need neodymium before we got here with the new generator?” Ed asked.
“He certainly did,” Saltzman replied. “He probably has a number of his people in the States reporting back to him. After your success in recovering the nuclear reactor in Phoenix, I’m willing to bet it didn’t take more than a few hours and Eric Chang knew what had happened. The repairs to the super magnet factory didn’t happen by accident. He knew he had to be ready to make super magnets on a large scale. The location of the magnet factory and the nuclear power plant can’t be a coincidence. This site was selected well before John got a request for help.”
“This sounds very well planned out,” Tia said.
“With China, it always is,” Saltzman replied. “The leadership of China doesn’t do anything unless it fits within their hundred year plan.”
“Hundred year plan?” I commented. “I thought long range planning was five years.”
“Totally different mindset,” Saltzman replied. “Whenever you deal with China, look at how what they want would fit into the future of China in a hundred years. That will give you a better perspective.”
* * *
When we arrived back in Denver we met with John. We brought him up to date on the developments in China and what Eric Chang knew.
“However you cut it,” Saltzman said, “China is going to be a very powerful driving force in the new world. You’ve done well in starting a friendship with Eric Chang. Just be aware of how you fit into China’s plans for the future.”
“Thank you,” John said, “and what about this three month delivery date for the neodymium?”
Saltzman smiled. “The Navy will assist in hauling cargo until you can get freighters rebuilt and functioning with your new generators. We have spoken with the submarine captains from Great Britain and Russia and are currently speaking with the navy of China. The navies of the world are cooperating and have formed an alliance. We will provide security to all nations and will use our combined military power to prevent aggression on the part of any nation in the world. What we ask in return is that you grant us control of all of our naval bases in this country and treat them as diplomatic property belonging to another world power. We also require that no army be formed except as a police force to keep the peace inside the country. We will not allow any nation to gather a military force large enough to be used against another nation. In exchange for our protection and shipping services, we also ask that you provide us with supplies and generators and allow sailors from the United States to have leave in cities where we have naval bases. We will work out currency issues as we go along. In principle, is this kind of arrangement agreeable to you?”
“It is,” John said.
“Good,” Saltzman said, “I will let my commanders know. I will be acting as your liaison with the World Navy and will require a building here in Denver controlled by us for use as an embassy. Is that also agreeable?”
“Yes,” John said.
“Excellent,” Saltzman replied. “I just have one question. How did you know about the communications with the submarine fleet when you sent out your radio message to us?”
John smiled. “Would you also share your encrypting system with us?”
Saltzman smiled in return. “Of course not.”
“Then I believe it is proper that we each retain some information as secret,” John replied.
“We can accept that,” Saltzman said.
“Now that we’re this far along in our relationship,” John said, “can we provide transportation for your support team presently up on Snyder’s Ridge? I wouldn’t want them to have to walk back home.”
Saltzman seemed ruffled but recovered quickly. “We take care of our own,” he said. “How did you know about them?”
“Same way we knew about the ELF transmissions to your submarines,” John replied. “I just want to make sure we are starting out on an equal footing here.”
“Of course,” Saltzman said. “We wouldn’t have it any other way.”
“Of course you wouldn’t,” John replied. “Neither would we.”
We all stood and shook hands and Saltzman left.
“So what do you think?” I asked John.
“It’s a new world alright,” he replied. “And the players are starting to claim their territory. We now have a world navy in control of the oceans and seas. They will probably want to regulate shipping and fishing. We’ll have to see how that shakes out in the future.”
“And for now?” I asked.
“For now we are recognized as the de facto government of America.”
“And we have deliveries to make to other countries, and hopefully to new allies,” I said.
“Better get to it,” he said.



CHAPTER 32

For the last month General Strom and the DIA had been surfacing in my mind. I had a feeling I had to check in with the robot’s head privately, so after dinner I made my excuses and entered the robot’s communications room alone.
“Andy, I’m alone, you have something for me?”
Yes guardian. We have detected encrypted burst transmissions that appear to involve you and your safety.
“It sounds like you were able to break the encryption. What’s going on?”
There is a covert team not far from your location with orders to capture you and bring you out of the country.
“Any idea who is behind this operation?”
Yes, guardian. The person commanding this covert team is a General Strom. We also believe he was responsible for an armed unit that tried to locate the cave here in Tibet.
“And you believe he will use me to locate the cave?”
Yes, guardian. We have a suggestion…
* * *
I explained to Ed what I needed to do. I didn’t really want to do this, but the risk to Tia and John was just too great.
“Are you sure this is how you want to handle it?” Ed asked. “I could go with you.”
“They would kill you before you had a chance to do anything. This is the only way I know of to keep you, John and Tia safe. This is my fight. It’s something I need to do by myself.”
Ed thought briefly. “Okay,” he said, “remember this; your life may depend on it. Fight from inner peace, not anger or fear. Emotions will blind you. Stay calm and you will see what you need to do.”
I stepped outside the residence building where John’s key people were housed. The armed guard looked at me and smiled in recognition.
“Just need some fresh air,” I said.
“Don’t go too far, sir,” he replied. I gave him a mock salute and walked away. A light drizzle was falling as night quietly settled in. I didn’t want anyone to get killed on my account. Because of the medallion and the abilities awakened within me I knew they were coming tonight. I was also reasonably certain where they would be. As I walked in that direction my heart was pounding in my chest and all of the feelings of insecurity were flooding back into my mind. This was insane. I should be running to hide instead of walking into the hands of the people who sent me to prison and the hell I endured there. What they didn’t know was that I had grown and become stronger than they might imagine, and that I had a friend where they were taking me. This is what I had to do to finally end the nightmare that had been my life under their control. That’s when I felt the sting in my back.
* * *
I awoke to the pounding throb of helicopter blades and cold air.
“Hey Carl,” a voice said. He picked my head up off the metal floor of the helicopter. I tried to move but quickly realized I was shackled to the seat supports. “That’s right Carl, we know who you are. You’ve been a very bad boy, Carl, and you’re going to pay for that, but first the General has something special he needs you to do. You remember the General, don’t you Carl?”
I struggled against the shackles. His only response was to laugh at me. After several hours the helicopter landed and I was transferred to a military cargo plane sitting on a desert road in the middle of nowhere. From there it was another 18 hours in the air. We landed, refueled and took off again. Twelve hours later we landed again.
It was dark. As I was moved from the cargo plane to another helicopter I got a chance to look around. The buildings were gutted from fire and damaged from the meteor storm, but I recognized it as the airport at New Delhi, India. Two hours later we landed in the dark and they moved me into a building with creaky wood floors. I recognized the smell of the place and the sound of the Baspa River cascading down through the valley. We were in Chitkul. We ate and went to sleep on the floor.
I awoke to someone jerking on my shackles.
“Carl!” General Strom looked down at me. “I had a feeling I was giving you too much rope at NASA, and this is how you repay my kindness to you?” I scrambled to get away from him but the shackles bit painfully into my legs and wrists. The journey here had worn the skin raw and left me bleeding under the cuffs. “But before we get to that unpleasantness, you have a chance to redeem yourself, Carl. You don’t want to disappoint me a second time, do you?”
I shook my head. “No.” I said, shaking almost uncontrollably.
“Good boy, Carl,” the General said as he reached out and patted my left cheek with his right hand. “I knew you’d understand.”
He brought me outside where a soldier removed the shackles and strapped a leather collar around my neck.
“I’m granting you this much freedom, Carl, but just so you know, it’s a Taser collar. The sergeant here will take you down if you refuse any order or try to fight us in any way. It’s non-lethal, so he has permission to use the Taser function as often as he likes.” I looked over at the soldier. He grinned back at me. “Come on, we have a long way to go,” the General said.
I surveyed what remained of Chitkul. The private homes were gone, as was the ITBP building. The only standing structure was the Buddhist temple, which had been damaged, but the people of Chitkul had apparently let their own homes burn in order to save the temple. Not that it mattered now; the whole place was deserted.
We boarded the same helicopter and flew for two hours weaving in between the mountains, generally following the same path we had walked the year before to get to the cave. We landed at the site of the Monastery and got out. The helicopter lifted off and headed back to Chitkul. From here we would walk.
“Your buddy Trent Colburn got us this far, but he was useless in getting us to the cave from here,” the General said. “Too bad, he could have had a decent life working for us, but it just didn’t work out.”
“You killed Trent?” I asked.
“He was old,” the General said. “Eventually the Taser collar and his heart weren’t a good mix. You know how it works.”
I looked at the monastery. There was some damage from the meteor storm but the bulk of the building was stone. It seemed to be in fair shape for what it had been through. I wondered about the old guardian and the Buddhist monks who had lived here.
“Your buddy Trent said there was an old priest who knew where the cave was, but the place was deserted when we got here. So now it’s up to you, Carl. Which way do we go?”
I looked at the General and hesitated. The high voltage surged through me as if I had been hit by lightning. As I slowly regained consciousness General Strom stood over me smiling.
“Which way do we go, Carl?” he said slowly. I pointed. “Good boy, Carl. Shall we?”
We began walking toward the cave. I wondered how the robot was going to handle the group of heavily armed and highly trained soldiers since my survival depended on only him.
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We arrived at the base of the mountain with the small waterfall and the pool late in the afternoon of the third day. The cave was above us. I had been very cooperative since being Tased at the monastery. I wondered if Trent had told the General about the robot inside the cave. If he had, I expected the General to be more on alert than he was, so my guess was that Trent had remained true to his commitment to the old guardian, bringing the previous team only as far as the monastery.
The General set two soldiers on watch at all times. He sat at the campfire and had the sergeant bring me over to him. I sat on the ground where the sergeant pointed.
“Tomorrow is going to be a great day for me,” the General began, “and of course for our country. I’ve learned some about what’s in the cave from your buddy Trent. The electric generator you’ve been handing out to people is nice, but the real treasure is in the weapons and flying craft. That will take us to Mars and beyond. See, I knew finding squints like you was the way to go. You let me know how smart you were by breaking into the pentagon computer system. You were good. It took me a while to find you. But once I found you, you were mine. I pushed for the federal prison for you. I knew what would happen. Once you were properly softened up, all I had to do was rescue you and I owned you from that moment on.”
The anger was rising in me like bile backing up in my throat. Everything I went through was at his direction, under his control. I wanted to jump on him and strangle every bit of life out of him. I glanced at the sergeant. He was watching me intently, grinning, and just waiting for an excuse to trigger the Taser collar again. Then I realized why the General was telling me all of this. He was baiting me, trying to entice me into a reaction so he could see me suffer from the Taser collar again. I realized he drew a perverse satisfaction from hurting people. I took a deep breath and forced myself to relax.
“I had hundreds of squints like you, seeded into every agency in the country. Through people like you, I influenced and controlled knowledge, information and policy. I controlled the direction this country followed. Once you discovered the meteor storm my grand plan moved to the next higher level. After I get the technology in that cave and you show me how to use it, I will have control of the entire military, and with my cousin, the president, we will control the world, at least until I don’t need him anymore. So you see how important you are in the scheme of things? Your role is critically important to me, and I will see to it that you are properly compensated for everything you do here. You’ve got it made, Carl. You should be very proud of yourself. You’ve made it to the top of your career: number one squint in the world.”
The General looked over at me and studied my face for a moment. He scoffed a little as he realized I wasn’t taking the bait. “So, Carl, do you think the machines in the cave actually work?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” I answered. “Everything in the cave has been sitting there for 63,000 years. How much of the equipment you use would work after sitting in a cave for that long?”
The General poked at the campfire with a stick. “You’re a smart kid, Carl. I’m sure you and a few others like you can get all of this stuff working again. It’s just a matter of time and resources, and I’ve got both.”
I knew the next question was coming and was trying to prepare myself for it.
“Trent said the door to the cave was the only obstacle, that once you were inside there were only machines there. Is that true? Is there anything dangerous inside the cave?” the General asked. He watched me closely as I answered.
“There are only machines inside the cave,” I replied truthfully. “There is one dangerous thing though. There is a large elevator at the back of the cave. No railings or anything to keep you from falling off the edge, and the lighting’s not that good in the back of the cave.”
The General poked at the campfire some more. “Does the elevator work?”
“It did when we were in there,” I replied. “The old priest knew how to operate it.” I could sense his thoughts and his feelings. He was comparing what I told him with what he learned from Trent. So far everything he heard was matching up. He was satisfied that it was all true.
He looked over at me. “Do you think you can remember how to work the elevator?”
“I think so. It might take me several tries, but I think I can get it to work.”
The General was apparently lost in his own thoughts. He moved his hand and pointed to my tent as he looked at the sergeant, who got up and led me back to the tent. So far the General was convinced that I was still broken by him and remained under his control. He had no way of knowing the emotional work I had done during those months in the cave in Colorado, or the healing Tia and Nancy helped me get through. That healing and the medallion were my secret weapons. I just hoped it would be enough.
* * *
In the morning we completed the climb up to the cave.
“This is it?” the General asked.
“Yes,” I replied. “This is the entrance to the cave.”
The General divided his ten men into two groups, one on each side of the door as much as the narrow ledge would allow. Each was poised with their weapons aimed and ready to fire at anything that moved. He held out his arm and hand, indicating I should open the door. I took the medallion from around my neck and placed it into the small recess. I felt the vibrations in the ground and heard the rock wall begin to move. As the door opened the General’s men rushed into the cave with the lights on their weapons sweeping back and forth. The General held out his hand and motioned for me to give him the medallion. I handed it to him.
“It’s mine now,” he said. “Only I control access to the cave.” He motioned for me to enter the cave in front of him. After we stepped into the cave the rock door closed behind us. In the momentary darkness I could see the General’s men searching the cave with their lights. The ceiling lights came on automatically.
“Where’s the control center?” the General asked. I pointed down the left side corridor. Again he held out his hand motioning me to go in front of him. As we walked down the aisle I glanced at the alcove where the robot had been on our first visit to the cave. The alcove was empty. The sergeant approached.
“Still securing the cave, sir,” he reported. “It’s a lot larger than we thought it would be.”
“And there’re three more floors below this one,” the General said.
“Yes sir,” the sergeant replied. “It’s going to take some time.”
“We’ve got all the time in the world, don’t we Carl?” the General said as he looked at me. “The elevator?”
“I’ll need the medallion,” I replied holding my hand out.
“Of course you will,” the General said handing it back to me. “Just remember who it belongs to.”
I took the medallion and placed it into the small recess in the control center’s back wall. Immediately the display lit up with the multi-colored symbols. I walked over to the display and placed my finger close to the golden symbol the old guardian had used and moved it to the right. The sound of motors and equipment moving echoed from the back of the cave.
“Sergeant, take three men and start securing the lower floors,” the General said.
“Yes, sir,” the sergeant replied. He picked the three closest men and headed back to the elevator. As I glanced around the cave I noticed the light from one of the General’s men quietly went out on the other side of the cave.
“Ready, sir,” the sergeant called out. The General looked back at me. I reached up and moved the symbol to the left. The elevator started to descend. As I looked back across the cave, another light from one of the General’s men went out. The General seemed preoccupied with the lights on the display.
“They’re in different colors,” the General said. “What do they mean?”
“The gold symbols are commands for things in the cave,” I said. “The green ones are for communications equipment, blue is for historical information, red is for alarm monitors.”
“And you can read the symbols?” he asked. I saw another light from one of his men go out. There were only three more of his men left on this floor, plus the four on the lower floor. While the General was captivated by the display, he was unaware of what was happening to his men.
“Some of them,” I replied trying to keep his attention on the display screen. Actually I didn’t know what any of the symbols meant. I just remembered what the robot had used to get information from the display. Another light from one of the General’s men went out. Two left.
“For example,” as I started to make things up, “the cave is able to communicate all over the world using all available methods.”
“You mean it can receive secure radio transmissions from anywhere in the world?”
As I glanced past the General another light went out. One to go. “Yes, it can,” I replied.
The General’s expression changed from confidence to one of growing panic. “Can it receive burst transmissions?" he asked.
“Yes, it can,” I replied as the last light from his men went out.
“Then there’s an intelligence here?” the General asked, the level of panic rising in his face and his voice. “It knew we were coming?”
“It knew you were coming for me in Denver,” I replied.
“Breach!” the General yelled. “Security breach! Everyone respond!”
Silence.
“You little shit,” the General screamed, “you led me into a trap.” The General pulled his .45 semiautomatic pistol from his belt holster and aimed it at me. All I saw was a gray blur as the robot raced past the General and snatched the weapon out of his hand. The robot stopped at the side of the aisle and turned around, facing us. The General stared in astonishment at the robot as his mouth fell open. The General quickly searched his pockets for the remote control to the Taser collar before he remembered it was with his sergeant on the lower floor.
“Sergeant!” the General yelled.
Again, silence.
I placed the medallion around my neck and slid it under my shirt. I reached up and unbuckled the Taser collar, tossing it across the floor to the robot’s feet. The sound of a motor running and stone sliding against stone drew our attention to the control center. A door had opened in the side of the control center and the old guardian walked out into the aisle. The door closed behind him. He smiled as he looked at me and bowed slightly.
“So this is how it’s going to be?” the General said, “three against one?”
“No,” I replied, “it’s just you and me.”
I felt the rage rise quickly within me and felt the impulse to attack. I rushed at the General as he rushed at me. I raised my right fist and struck at the General’s face as we raced together. He pulled his head to his left side at the last second evading my punch just as his fist slammed into my face. The shock rattled my brain as I was thrown backward onto my back, sliding along the polished stone floor. The General leaped into the air, rage filling his face. In my mind I could see him landing on me, hands around my throat. I rolled to my right just enough for him to miss me as he landed. I continued rolling until I was under the edge of one of the machines. I scrambled through an opening in the machine as the General grabbed my leg. I started kicking him with my free leg as he dragged me out from under the machine. The pain in my face was throbbing and my vision was blurred.
“Come out and die like a man, you little chicken shit,” the General yelled.
As I lost my grip on the machine he yanked me into the aisle and threw me across the polished stone floor. I slid into the opposite stone wall. I felt stunned and disoriented. He grabbed me and pulled me to my feet. The next thing I knew he had his hands around my neck choking me, holding me above the floor. I couldn’t breathe. I looked over to the old guardian to see if he would help me.
The old guardian reached up and tapped his right ear twice with his index finger and then pointed to the center of his chest.
Listen to the medallion? No. Listen to my heart!
I looked at the General. He was filled with rage, blinded by his hatred and anger. I instantly knew what I had to do. With my last remaining strength I slapped both of my hands on the General’s ears as hard as I could. He yelled in pain and loosened his grip on my neck. I jammed my thumbs into his eyes, hard. He screamed in pain and dropped me to the floor. As I gasped for air I kicked him in the groin and rolled away from him on the floor. That seemed to knock the breath out of him as he collapsed backward onto the floor, groaning.
The General was six inches taller than I was and outweighed me by a good sixty pounds. I was no match for him physically. Ed’s words came back to me, ‘fight from inner peace, not anger or fear. Emotions will blind you. Stay calm and you will see what you need to do.’ John’s idea about power versus force also came back to me. I couldn’t match the force the General had, but I had a power that could trump his superior level of force. I could sense his thoughts and his feelings. I could see what he was going to do before he could move.
We both slowly stood and faced each other.
“Not as easy as you thought?” I asked.
“I step on little pissants like you every day,” the General replied. “And I’m going to enjoy smearing your brains all over this stone floor. All you are to me is dead meat.”
With that the General rushed at me with his arms spread wide. His thought was to grab me whichever way I tried to move. Instead I dove forward and to the left, rolling into his feet. He tripped over my legs and fell hard on the stone floor. He rolled to his side and sprang back onto his feet, rushing me again before I could get fully to my feet. I dove again, this time to the right, but he caught my shirt in his strong grip. We spun around, the General rolling onto his side, grabbing me with his other hand and flinging me across the floor and into the stone wall again. He was up quickly again and closing in on me fast. I didn’t have time to get up so I pivoted my body around and swung my leg sideways at his knee as he reached for me. I heard a sharp crack as my ankle connected with the side of his left knee.
The general missed me with his hands and he smashed into the stone wall head first. I slid out from under him and stood up in the aisle, backing away from him. My ankle hurt, but would still support my weight. The General grabbed his knee, yelling out in pain. I realized that even though I could see what the General was going to do in my mind, I still couldn’t think of responses quickly enough to keep from getting hit and injured by him. It was only a matter of time before he would get me and I would die. I looked back at the old priest. He touched his ear and pointed to his chest again, his look more serious than before. What was I missing?
Before I could look back at the General I felt his presence closing in on me. I ducked and pivoted to the side just missing his swing at my head. I backed away from him and stopped. The General was limping now. The injury to his knee was slowing him down. But why had I moved when I didn’t even see him coming? Something else was working for me. I could feel his movements and something instinctive was allowing me to move without thinking. I realized it must be one of the bumps on the medallion. It was different from intuition. It was something almost primal, instinctive, yet it flowed easily within me.
The endless hours I spent playing Mortal Kombat, Naruto and other Martial Arts games came flooding back into my mind. I bounced from foot to foot and waved for him to come and get me. I could do this.
“Oh… so big and so strong,” I said, “and what, you’re going to let a little pissant like me beat you?”
“Like I said, kid, you’re just dead meat to me,” the General replied.
“Yeah?” I taunted. “Prove it.”
As the General came at me I bobbed from side to side ducking down and to the left at the last second. I dug my left foot into the floor using the momentum of my body to accelerate my right foot into the center of his chest. I could hear his ribs crunch as I connected and just as quickly snapped my leg back to keep him from grabbing it. I moved away from him toward the back of the cave. The General stumbled and turned, quickly rushing me again. I bobbed and weaved back and forth diving to the right as he reached me. I kicked with my left leg against his left knee again, which brought him to the floor while he let out a painful gasp.
I got up quickly and moved further down the aisle toward the back of the cave. As the fight between the General and I moved down the aisle the robot and the old guardian followed us toward the huge elevator pit. I bobbed and weaved and bounced my way further back into the cave as I tried to taunt the General into more anger and rage. But each time I hit the General his military training kicked in more. He became calm and focused, setting his anger aside; his only goal was to kill me as efficiently as possible. He moved slower and limped on his injured left knee. I could tell his breathing had become more painful and labored as the fight continued.
The General lunged forward, this time leading with his right leg. I anticipated him stopping his advance, trying to catch me as I dodged to the side. Instead I remained in place and punched him in the nose. I quickly backed off and stood only a foot from the drop-off into the elevator pit. I bobbed and weaved and bounced and taunted the General as I had before. He wasn’t buying it. He just stood there and starred at me, blood ran down his face and onto his neck. He then stepped forward slowly intent only on pushing me over the edge.



CHAPTER 34

I could sense the General’s plan was to get close enough to push me over the edge or to grab me if I dodged to either side and use his superior strength to throw me into the elevator pit. I didn’t have the body mass or the strength to withstand being shoved, so a dodge to one side or the other was my only option. Knowing his strength and speed he was going to get a hold of me whatever I did. As he closed in I desperately searched for any weakness that would allow me to escape. Finally I saw it. I dodged to my left and the General’s large right hand swung out to grab me. I pulled back and struck with the edge of my hand at the General’s thumb. His thumb bent backwards against his arm. As he yelled in pain he instinctively reached for me with his left hand. I struck at his left hand, catching his thumb with the palm of my hand, bending it back and dislocating it from its socket. I pivoted to the right and brought my left elbow down and sideways into the General’s injured knee. He collapsed on top of my legs and tried to grab onto me. But with his broken thumbs he couldn’t grip anything. I kicked and pulled my legs out from under him. I kicked him in the side of the head as I broke free. He rolled toward the edge of the elevator pit and teetered on the edge. He tried to get his balance, but before he could, I kicked him once more in the face, the momentum of my kick carried the General over the edge.
The General didn’t make a sound as he fell more than 200 feet to the stone floor of the elevator pit. The sickening thud echoed through the cave as everything else fell silent. I sat up, breathing hard and shaking at what I had just done. I had killed another human being. Something I had thought I was never capable of doing. The robot and the old guardian approached me and stood there waiting for me to recover. As I stood I removed the medallion from around my neck and handed it back to the old guardian.
“I have killed another human being,” I said. “I am not worthy to be the guardian.”
The old guardian smiled and began to talk. The robot translated.
“When we first came to the cave last year I knew you had the heart and soul to be the next guardian. When you offered yourself to the robot in order to save the rest of us I knew you had the courage you needed to be the next guardian. The only thing left to be determined was, were you willing and able to fight to the death to protect the secrets in the cave in order to save the lives of millions of innocent people you have never met.
“The men who died here today came to take what did not belong to them. They came with weapons to seize technology far beyond their capability to understand and use responsibly. They came with destruction and death in their hearts and they have received as they were prepared to give. The rules of engagement were theirs, not yours. You have performed with courage and righteousness. You have defended the cave and the old technology honorably. You have earned the right to be the next guardian and proven yourself worthy in every respect.”
The old priest once again placed the medallion around my neck and bowed before me. The tears flowed down my cheeks as I finally felt I was who I was supposed to be: the worthy guardian of all that was and what would one day be again.
I heard the elevator start and could sense the movement of air in the cave as it moved up to our level. As the elevator came to a stop I saw the Buddhist monks from the temple standing around the broken body of the General and the bodies of the four men who had descended earlier. I looked at the old guardian.
The robot spoke. “They live to serve and protect the old knowledge. They, like you, put their lives on the line to protect what is here — each one willing to die in that process. As you travel back out into the world, you will be our first line of defense. They will be the last line of defense here in the cave. They are your brothers and you are theirs. It is an honor to have you as one of us.”
I turned toward the group of Buddhist monks still standing on the elevator platform and bowed to them. They bowed in return. It was the single greatest moment of my life. All that remained now was to get back home to Tia, John and Ed.
* * *
It was after eleven at night as I walked up to the front door of the building in Denver where we all stayed. The guard rushed over to me.
“Are you all right, sir?”
“I’m okay,” I replied.
He opened the front door for me and yelled, “Carl’s back.” Two other guards in the front room rushed over to me. It was a lot more attention than I was comfortable with. John came out of a second floor hallway to the railing that ran across the back of the main entry room.
“Carl, are you okay? We were so worried.”
Tia came out of the hallway, took one look at me and raced down the stairs, her robe flowing behind her like angel wings.
“Oh my God, Carl, what happened to you?” she said. “What happened to your face?”
John came down the stairs and Ed emerged from a door off the main entry room. As they gathered around me, John said, “Ed told us about what you were doing. What happened?”
I looked at Ed. “I finally confronted my past,” I said. “Thank you for your advice. It worked.”
Ed held out his hand. I took his hand, shook it and pulled him close to me and hugged him. It was the first time I had felt close enough and safe enough to do that, since I had gone to federal prison. I hugged John and then Tia. As I held her, the tears were flowing down both of our faces. It felt so good to be back with her again.
“So what happened?” John asked.
“I can go through the whole thing in detail in the morning,” I said, “but for now General Strom and his men are dead and everything else is safe.”
I glanced at the guards. John caught my meaning and moved our meeting into a private room.
“Okay,” John said, “you can talk freely now. What happened?”
“General Strom came for me and took me back to the cave in Tibet. He wanted the advanced technology so he could conquer the world.”
“You said they were all dead? And you managed that all by yourself?” John asked.
“No,” I said, as I shook my head. “I had a lot of help from some very special friends. Not only was the robot in the cave, but the old guardian was there along with all of the monks from the temple. They took care of General Strom’s men while I dealt with the General.”
“You look like it was quite the fight,” John said. He reached out and touched the bruising on my face.
“It was,” I replied. “If not for the powers from the medallion, I would be dead now.”
“So how did you manage to get back here from Tibet?” John asked.
“The robot gave me a ride,” I replied.
“Those flying machines actually work?” Ed asked.
“As far as I can tell, everything over there works,” I said.
John smiled, “So how long did it take you to fly back here?”
I looked at my watch. “Three minutes.”
“Three minutes?” John shouted. “That’s half way around the world.”
“Well,” I said, “it took about thirty seconds to get out of the atmosphere, another thirty to get back in, and the rest was moving through space. No air resistance. So, yeah, three minutes, give or take.”
“Could you see outside of the craft?” John asked.
“Oh yeah,” I said. “And the view was spectacular. We crossed over the North Pole on the way back.”
“That’s some huge acceleration and deceleration,” Tia said. “How did you survive the G forces?”
I thought about my experience in the vimana on the way back to Denver. “I didn’t feel any acceleration or deceleration,” I replied. “In fact it felt like I was falling in whatever direction we were moving.”
“You were falling up?” Tia asked.
“Yeah,” I replied thoughtfully. “Or sideways when we travelled across the north pole, if that makes any sense.”
She stared at me with her penetrating look. I could feel her mind working toward a solution.
“Did the vimana make any noise?” she asked.
“Nope. Absolutely silent.”
Tia looked at John. “It’s got to be an anti-gravity drive. It’s the only thing that makes any sense.”
“I didn’t know anything like that was even possible,” John said.
“Obviously it is,” I replied. “It got me from Tibet to Denver in around three minutes.”
Tia’s mouth was hanging open. “Could you see the outside of the craft?” she asked.
“Some of it, yeah.”
“Was it glowing?” she asked.
“Yes, it was. The glow was white in color. The faster we traveled, the brighter the glow.”
Tia looked around at us. “I’ve read about this before in a theoretical physics journal. It’s a plasma field. That means the anti-gravity drive is electrical.”
“The Higgs Boson,” I replied.
Tia looked back at me. “You figured it out?”
“Sitting in the vimana on the way back here,” I replied. “That’s what they realized at CERN with the discovery of the Higgs Boson. Gravity isn’t a function of mass; it’s the result of an electromagnetic field on the subatomic level. It can be manipulated and controlled. The key is being able to generate a voltage high enough to affect the subatomic field.”
“Which creates the plasma field,” Tia responded.
I smiled at her and nodded. She looked stunned as she began grasping how the vimana worked.
“Oh, wow,” Ed said. “That means… “
“It means the Magnetic Effect Generator and resonant motors are only the first small steps into an amazing future,” I said. “And right now I’m very tired and sore. I can tell you all about it over breakfast. Right now I just want to spend some time with Tia.”
“Of course,” John said. “Till the morning then.”
* * *
Ed, Tia and I spent the next month traveling around the world delivering generator plans, generators, and where needed, radiation suits. Without oil supertankers and refineries the world needed a new source of energy and we were bringing it to everyone we could find. neodymium became the new international currency instead of oil. I looked out of the open space where new windows would be on the new capital building in Denver. The first trainload of food and supplies was arriving. With the distribution of generator retrofit packages for tractors, we were going to have enough food to get us through the winter. Bernie in Seattle had announced the first successful flight of an electric powered cargo plane with the first flight of an electric passenger plane planned for three months from now.
John had assumed control of the new government and had passed his test of character with the robot in Tibet. I doubt he even knew it was a test. For John it was just another opportunity to be of service to other people. I marveled at how fast things had changed. Grain silos had been located still full of corn, wheat, rye, barley and an array of beans and lentils. Meteorites had penetrated into the silos, but because of the low oxygen levels in the silos, very little of the food had burned.
It was a new world and I stood as the bridge between that new world and an ancient one that held so much promise for our future. I wondered how far we could actually go now that we were unfettered by a system of corruption and greed that had hung around our collective necks like a giant millstone. The new world was one of cooperation and sharing rather than competition and warfare. We had moved past the ‘me’ and into the ‘we’ and it filled my heart with joy.
* * *
The following morning I stood in John’s office and looked at myself in the mirror. This was the first time in over a year I had worn a suit. Tia came over and put her arm around me. I pulled her close to me as we looked at each other together in the mirror.
“You ready to do this?” I asked.
She turned her head toward me and smiled. “Yes, it’s time.”
John led the small procession up the gentle hill and into a secluded canyon. He was followed by Nancy, myself, Tia and Ed. A slender waterfall graced the small cove in the side of the canyon. Small green pine trees were growing and dozens of different wildflowers had taken root and bloomed. A chipmunk stood up and watched us from a safe distance.
“This is the place I had in mind,” John said.
We looked around. It was perfect.
“Okay, take your places,” John said.
Tia and I stood in front of John facing each other. Tia wore a beautiful white dress and I wore a light gray suit John had found for me. Nancy was by Tia’s side and Ed was next to me. John took a deep breath and began.
“Dearly beloved, we are gathered together here today to witness the marriage of Carl Koenig and Tia Harkensen. The love they have shown for each other has grown throughout the past year and has matured into a beautiful partnership. I am overjoyed to give that loving partnership the official recognition it deserves.”
Ed held out his hand with the two rings in his palm. I took her ring and she took mine.
“Carl, do you take this woman, Tia Harkensen, to be your lawfully wedded wife from this day forward, to honor her, love her and cherish her for as long as you both shall live?”
“I do,” I said. I slid the ring onto her finger and looked into her eyes. She was about to cry.
“Tia, do you take this man, Carl Koenig, to be your lawfully wedded husband from this day forward, to honor him, love him and cherish him for as long as you both shall live?”
“I do,” she said as she slipped the ring on my finger. She looked at me as a small tear ran down her cheek.
“I now pronounce you husband and wife,” John said. “You may now kiss the bride.”
As Tia and I embraced and kissed my mind drifted back over the last year and a half.
“What?” she asked as she looked into my watery eyes.
“I just love you so much,” I said. “I couldn’t have imagined any of this before I found the robot’s head. Even then, I had no hope of anything resembling a normal life.”
She started laughing. “What makes you think this is anything approaching a normal life?”
“I know, I know,” I replied. “That’s not what I meant.”
She smiled at me, waiting patiently for me to try to put into words what I was feeling right now. How my world as a young hacker had turned into a nightmare, forced me into federal prison and to do horrible things just to survive. How a chance discovery in a warehouse had led me to John, Ed and finally to Tia, and how the meteor storm had almost ended life on earth. How Tia had helped transform me into the strong and courageous person I had become, into the guardian of the technology of a world long past, and a future that was just beginning. How could I find the words?
“I…” I was still searching for words that didn’t seem to be coming when she raised her hand and placed her index finger on my lips.
“You are my guardian, my hero, and the love of my life,” she said. “And that is more than enough.”
I paused and thought about what she had said. “It is, isn’t it,” I replied. “Then it’s time for us to begin our new life, in a new world, together.”



AUTHOR D F CAPPS

[image: ]
DF Capps is the author of Meteor Storm, a sci-fi thriller featuring new technologies and ancient history. Capps illustrates some of the ways technologies we currently have could be used and he mixes these new technologies with his fascination with ancient history and alternative Archaeology. For Capps mixing the new and uncharted with the old is an exciting and illuminating undertaking.
Capps attended Wayne State University for two years before joining the U.S. Navy. Later he was Honorably discharged from the Submarine Service and went to work as an electrician in the Machine Tool trade in the Detroit area. Capps was initially trained in electronics in the Navy and expanded his training to include Industrial Computer Control and computer programming. Due to the fluctuating automotive job market in the Detroit area, he developed his design skills in both mechanical design and electrical design. Capps has six U.S. Patents and won a national design competition in 1985.
As a former electrical and mechanical engineer, Capps draws upon his experience to create much of the technology in his novels. He has a keen interest in emerging energy sciences and in his quest for knowledge on this new technology, Capps developed the control system for an over-unity electrical generator and witnessed first-hand the capabilities of such developing technologies, "The day I made the measurements on a machine that was producing eight times the electrical energy that it was consuming was a life-altering experience. I saw for myself what could actually be done, even though it was against all of my electrical training. Since then I have questioned everything that is considered conventional knowledge and found it terribly lacking. We actually live in a world that functions at a very different level from what we perceive."
Capps uses this new understanding of the greater possibilities for science and technology in his sci-fi thrillers. Some of the writers who inspired Capps are Michael Baigent, Dr. Eben Alexander (Proof of Heaven & A Map of Heaven), and David Baldacci. Capps has attended dozens of webinars through Writers Digest to work on perfecting his writing craft. Capps’ goal as a writer is to fashion an entertaining story and then to weave generally unknown facts into that story leaving the reader wondering just what is real and what isn't. If he can entertain a reader and make that reader question the reality around them, then he considers his efforts a success.
Capps’ next book, SUBDUCTION ZONE, is due to be released in April of 2015. SUBDUCTION ZONE is a sci-fi thriller based around the Cascadia Subduction Zone off the Pacific Northwest coast of America.



OEBPS/images/img00002.jpg





OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg
E CAPPS





