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Аннотация
A secret group of elite people have broken away from our civilization and now demand the entire world bow to their power, or else…

FBI Special Agent Jake Hunter is reeling from the loss of his partner in a violent gun battle, only to stumble into a mystery and a series of criminal acts of unprecidented proportions. He is paired with NSA Agent Honika Badger, a petite woman with her own unique talents. Together they follow the clues and money through international banks, criminal cartels, secret military groups and corrupted politicians to a conspiracy so vast and technologically advanced that it threatens all life on the planet.
Jake comes into possession of a watch, owned by a member of this elite group, that is counting down the days, hours, minutes and seconds until an Extermination Level Event will be triggered on the sun, creating a Coronal Mass Ejection that will incinerate the surface of the planet if every country doesn't surrender total control to this elite group. Agents Hunter and Badger scramble through a maze of clues and evidence, desperately trying to discover who is behind this threat and how they can be stopped.
Hunter's and Badger's efforts are hampered by an increasing number of progressively more intense solar storms that damage equipment and limit their ability to use existing technology to locate the elite group and its members. As the resolve of the elite group is terrifyingly demonstrated, world leaders are forced into making more and more desperate choices.


David F. Capps
Solar Weapon


CHAPTER 1

“I can’t shake the feeling that I’m destined to die in the line of duty,” FBI Special Agent Jake Hunter said. He shifted in his chair but maintained his scrutiny of Dr. Rosen. She had a calmness and confidence about her that inspired trust. He just wasn’t sure he was ready to give her that completely. Her office was small and spartanly furnished, as was common among professional consultants hired by the FBI.
“Like your father?” Dr. Rosen asked.
Jake’s mind strayed to the portrait of his father, placed in a position of honor on the wall off the main lobby of the J. Edgar Hoover building, five floors below. “Yeah…like my father.”
“How long has it been since he died?”
Jake grimaced slightly and leaned forward in his chair. “He was killed thirteen years ago.”
“And where are you emotionally regarding his death?”
Jake closed his eyes. He felt pain envelop his heart again, making it difficult for him to breathe. “I still feel resentful. He had so much experience and wisdom he could have shared with me. I missed that. He was a good father. I admire him for being there for me. I depended on him to guide me while I grew up, attended college and went through the academy at Quantico. Then, suddenly, he was gone. I feel like I had to step into his role as a parent figure before I was ready.”
“You aren’t responsible for the lives of other agents, you know.”
He stiffened and sat up straighter. “I am. I’m responsible for them until they mature and come into their own.”
“Like your partner?”
Jake broke eye contact with her and looked out the window.
“Tell me about Agent Haden,” she said.
Jake paused. “I feel like he never really became an FBI Agent. He was with me for six years. During that time he did okay. He was well trained, generally competent, but it was like he was working at a job. You know what I mean? Technically, you become an FBI Agent when they present you with your badge and credentials. But for me, you become an agent when you own the position. When being an FBI Agent stops defining you, and you start defining what it means to be an agent by how you think and how you do the job. Haden never got to that point.”
“Does that bother you?”
“Yes. It does bother me. It’s like he died before he discovered who he really was, and that, to me, is a terrible loss.”
It was strange that with all the supposed glory of being in the FBI, ninety-nine-point-nine percent of his work was the tedious, meticulous tracking down of mundane information. It was only the adrenaline-pumping, one-tenth-percent of FBI work that resulted in armed confrontations — the latest episode of which had brought him to mandatory counseling for an hour a week. He found it hard enough to talk about how he felt after losing his partner, and the forced time off just made him feel more useless and depressed.
Jake felt truly alive only when he was putting clues together, building evidence and tracking down criminals.
“I admire your passion for being an FBI agent,” Dr. Rosen said. “Passionate people often make great contributions to the world. What I want you to work on is recognizing that many people aren’t as passionate about their line of work as you are. While they may have strong feelings about family, hobbies or sports teams, it’s perfectly normal for them to view their career as just a job. They still contribute and are productive members of society.” She closed her notebook and slid it to the side of her desk. “See what you can do with that. We’ll meet again the same time and day next week.”
Jake left Dr. Rosen’s office and walked toward the elevators. The hall was long, gray and slightly musty. The gray carpeting, flecked with tiny black threads, should have been replaced years ago, but instead it, along with a hundred other things, had lapsed into various stages of disrepair.
He took the elevator down to the ground level and stopped momentarily in front of the portrait of his father, legendary Special Agent Jarrod Hunter. He reached up and touched the frame, wondering what his father might have thought or said about his own struggles in the Bureau.
Fourth generation FBI, That’s quite a legacy to live up to.
He exited the southeast entrance that faces the corner of 9th and Pennsylvania. The warm, moist air of June in Washington, D.C. engulfed him as he pushed through the glass doors and out into the paved area around the main entrance to the building.
I’ve had enough of partners, he thought. The first one hadn’t died; but he had been placed on permanent disability due to injuries sustained in yet another gun battle. And now with Haden, enough was enough. He couldn’t take losing a third one.
The FBI is just going to have to find a way to allow me to work without a partner.
He walked between the large, round, concrete barriers that protected the main entrance from vehicles, potentially filled with explosives, from crashing in through the doors and taking the entire building down. His thoughts drifted to what he was going to tell his boss.
The racing sound of a car rapidly accelerating jolted him back to reality. As he looked up a speeding black vehicle struck a pedestrian crossing toward the FBI building. The collision propelled the man’s body into the intersection. The car swerved right onto Pennsylvania.
Typical black SUV found all over Washington, Jake thought, but without any plates. Movement of the man’s arm drew Jake’s attention back to the victim. He’s still alive. Jake raced into the intersection, waving his arms to stop the onslaught of traffic. Cars screeched to a halt as Jake knelt down to examine the injured man.
Bright red blood spread rapidly across the man’s right chest. It oozed through the otherwise crisp white shirt. Right ribs are broken. Jake checked for a pulse. Weak and rapid. He’s in shock. Scrapes and blood covered half of the man’s face. His right arm lay twisted and bent unnaturally. Broken, Jake concluded. Both legs, too. This is bad.
Two Metro Police officers ran into the street from the southeast corner. One cop held back traffic. The other approached Jake and the injured man. Jake pulled his credentials and shield from his inside jacket pocket and held them up for the officer to see.
“I’m Special Agent Jake Hunter, FBI,” Jake said. “He needs an ambulance, now!”
The Metro cop grabbed his radio and called it in.
“F…B…I?” the man said slowly, looking up into Jake’s eyes.
“Yes,” Jake said. “Just hold on, help is on the way.” The man coughed. Blood sprayed from his mouth forming small bright red droplets on the left jacket sleeve of Jake’s suit.
The man held up his left arm. “Take…watch.”
“You’re going to make it. Just hold on.” Jake closed his eyes momentarily and then looked away. He hated lying to people who were dying, but this was what he had been taught to do−give them some hope−some reason to cling to life.
“No,” the man said. He coughed again. Pink foam appeared in his mouth, a clear sign of massive lung damage. “You have…”
Jake had seen too many people die not to recognize a last request. He knows he’s not going to make it.
“You have…to…stop…them.”
“Stop who?”
“Take…watch.”
Jake looked at the watch. Both the minute and hour hands had a small skull on them. He was surprised by the sweep of the second hand. The watch was running backwards: counter-clockwise.
“What is this watch?” Jake demanded.
“Time…left.”
“Before what?”
“We…all…die.”
“What does that mean?” Jake leaned closer to the man’s face. “How are we all going to die?”
Jake held the man’s head up off the pavement. With the man’s last breath, pink foam and bright red blood welled up and flooded out of his mouth. Jake checked for a pulse; there was none. The very worst part of my job, Jake thought: being there when people die. Jake closed his eyes, lowered his head and breathed out slowly. He fought a deep sadness rising within his chest. I hate feeling so damned helpless.
“Bus is on the way,” the Metro cop said.
Jake looked up and shook his head. The Metro cop got back on his radio. The ambulance would still be on its way, but they wouldn’t need the lights and siren.
Jake examined the watch more closely. The hours were marked in twenty-four-hour increments, like a military watch. He noticed a small clear rectangular window in the watch face with the number 35 displayed beneath. No manufacturer or brand of any kind was visible. He took the watch off the man’s wrist and examined the back. No markings there either. Jake checked the man’s pockets. He found a wallet with identification, a plane boarding pass for a flight from New York to Washington and back later in the day, and a Metro Pass card.
It’s evidence — but they won’t need the watch for identification, or cause of death. Besides, he gave it to me. Technically, it wasn’t his when he died.
As Jake moved the watch, he noticed a brief green flash from the watch face. He moved it slowly in the sunlight, looking for the source of the flash. Then he saw it: a holographic image of a large bird. It seemed to float in the air, just under the clear bezel of the watch.
“Huh,” Jake said quietly. The image looked similar to an eagle, but it wasn’t the usual shape. Jake glanced around and slipped the watch into his jacket pocket.
A Metro Police cruiser pulled to the curb just past them on Pennsylvania Avenue. A sergeant got out and approached.
“You see what happened?”
Jake gave him a description of the car and showed him the victim’s identification.
“Detectives are a little backed up. It’ll be an hour or two before they get here. We might have crime scene techs here before that, but maybe not. Can you stick around for a while?”
Jake knew how the system worked. Homicide detectives were overworked in D.C., never enough hours in the day. Same deal for the crime scene technicians.
“Yeah, I’ve got nothing else to do, anyway. You guys look like you could use some coffee.” Jake took orders and went back into the FBI building. With the early summer warmth and humidity, the inside of the Hoover Building felt cooler than it actually was. The air inside smelled unmistakably musty and stale compared to outside.
Despite the depictions in the movies and on television, cooperation between local law enforcement and the FBI was very good. Jurisdictional lines were clear. This was a vehicular homicide within the realm of the Washington D.C. Metro Police. No federal issues were involved.
When Jake returned, more Metro cops had arrived and yellow police tape cordoned off the crime scene. Gawkers collected behind the yellow tape, an unavoidable part of every crime scene. Traffic had been re-routed, which only added to the general confusion a dead body in the street caused. A deputy medical examiner had arrived to evaluate the body. Jake handed her a cup of coffee and filled her in on what he had seen, including time and cause of death.
Two hours later, a team of Metro detectives ducked under the tape: Detectives Kurt Traeger and Craig Dirksen. Jake had worked with both of them before. Dirksen confirmed the victim’s identity: Daniel Jacobson, residing in Manhattan, New York, Vice President of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York.
“Really?” Jake asked. “A vice president of the Federal Reserve Bank? In Washington?”
“Yeah,” Traeger said. “We see ‘em from time to time, visiting the politicos.”
“But this guy wasn’t anywhere near the political offices. It looked like he was coming here, to the FBI.”
“Why would you think that?”
Jake cringed. He hadn’t told the other cops everything, but it was time now.
Well, except maybe for the watch.
“When I got to him, I identified myself as FBI to your patrolmen,” he said. “The vic seemed relieved and started mumbling something about all of us are going to die, and how I had to stop them. It seemed a little nuts to me, so I didn’t mention it to the sergeant.”
“Okay, we’ll run a drug panel with the autopsy. That may explain it,” Traeger replied.
Jake was now officially intrigued. A vice president of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York comes to Washington, rides the subway instead of taking a limo, apparently wanting to talk to the FBI. But there’s an FBI field office in New York. Why not go there? And what about the watch, counting down the days, hours, minutes and seconds until, according to the victim, they would all die? What was that all about? And just before he gets to the front door of the FBI building, he’s killed by a hit-and-run driver. What are the odds of those things being just a coincidence?
Jake felt the sadness lifting and his pulse strengthen. He turned and headed back into the building to talk to his boss.
* * *
“Daniel Jacobson, Manhattan, Federal Reserve Bank VP,” Senior Special Agent William Briggs read off the computer screen. Jake patiently waited for his boss to continue. “He’s been under surveillance by the financial crimes division for the last year−suspicion of money laundering.”
“Anything actionable?” Jake asked.
Briggs computer pinged. “Huh.”
“What is it?”
“Inter-departmental notice. Customs is holding two Chinese businessmen at La Guardia Airport for not declaring financial documents in excess of $10,000.”
“And this concerns us how?” Jake asked.
“They were carrying a business card — Daniel Jacobson, Federal Reserve Bank. Outside of a passport and cell phones, the card is the only possession they have in addition to the financial instruments.”
“What kind of instruments?”
Briggs tapped a few more keys. “Gold bearer bonds, ten of them.”
“Denomination?”
“Hang on, there’s a graphic,” Briggs said. “Wow.”
“What?”
“Take a look.”
Jake had heard about these, but he’d never seen one before. “It says the bearer bond is in exchange for one metric ton of gold. The bonds are issued by the Federal Reserve Bank of New York. Face value is $1,120,000.”
“Yeah,” Briggs said. “Look at the date on the bonds.”
Jake leaned closer to the screen. “June 6th, 1941. You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“Ten tons of gold, at today’s prices?”
Jake ran the calculations in his head. “We’re at 384 million dollars, and that doesn’t include any interest that would have accrued. No wonder they didn’t want to declare them to customs!”
“I know you’re officially off duty, but their only contact was killed right in front of you. You want to take a look at the bonds and talk to these two?” Briggs asked. “I don’t actually have anybody else available.”
“What about the New York office?” Jake asked. “Wouldn’t they want to be on this?”
“Yeah, about that.” Briggs leaned forward. “If Jacobson was on his way to see us, and didn’t want to go to the New York Field Office for some reason, I’m thinking we should handle this quietly, and from here. You know what I mean?”
“At least until we have a better grasp of the situation?”
“Exactly.”
Jake smiled. He was excited to be involved in an investigation again.
* * *
Jake picked up Agent Ken Bartholomew from the Secret Service office on his way to the airport. Ken was the Secret Service’s top document expert. He was African-American, skinny as a rail with short-cropped hair and a struggling mustache.
“Thanks for the invite,” Ken said. “You said gold bearer bonds?”
“Yep, ten of ‘em. I’ve never seen one before. I’m hoping you have.”
“Oh yeah,” Ken replied. “If they are what I think they are, you’re in for an education.”
“That good?”
“That good. Rare as hen’s teeth.”
Jake looked over at him and chuckled.
Going through security at the airport reminded Jake of the watch in his coat pocket. He placed it in the gray plastic tray with his other belongings. The fact that he had two watches went un-noticed by the TSA.
Being a federal agent probably prompted a lower level of scrutiny.
He decided that wearing the watch was the safest place for it, even though it meant having two watches on his left wrist, his own, for telling time, and the other, running backwards, counting down to some mysterious event.
They caught the U S Airways 11:00 a.m. shuttle from Dulles to La Guardia. Jake had known Ken for eight years now. Ken was an Ole Miss grad with a degree in Accountancy and a minor in Art History. His attention to detail and uncanny ability to spot fakes drew the attention of not only the Secret Service, but the FBI, as well. In the end, Ken had selected the Secret Service instead of the FBI.
Too bad. Ken would have made a great agent.
It was 12:20 p.m. when they reached the Customs Office.
“Secret Service?” the Customs officer asked when they showed their credentials. “I thought you guys protected the President.”
“Some of us do,” Ken replied. “The Secret Service also investigates all crimes involving currency and counterfeit financial documents.”
“Huh,” the officer replied.
“The two Chinese nationals. What’s their story?” Jake asked.
“They haven’t said much,” the officer said. “They handed their passports to us and said they were here on business. They said they had nothing to declare. A quick check of the briefcase produced these.” He showed Jake and Ken the bearer bonds. “That’s when we took them into custody. They haven’t said a word since.”
“May I?” Ken asked, reaching for the bearer bonds.
“Yep,” the officer replied. “We don’t even know if the bonds are real. We need a determination before they can be charged.”
“That’s why I’m here,” Ken said.
“The bonds look old,” Jake noted.
Ken picked one up and held it to the light. “Is there a room we could use to examine the bonds?”
“Sure, right in here.” The officer led them across the hall to a small office.
“This could take a while,” Ken said. “We’ll let you know what we find.”
The officer seemed put off, but turned and left. Ken pulled a jeweler’s loop from his pocket and began to examine the bond in detail. Twenty minutes later he had looked at all ten bonds.
“Well, what do you think?” Jake asked.
Ken took a quick look around the room, checking for a listening device or camera. “Okay, here’s the deal. I’ve seen some of these bonds before. The story is that when the Japanese army was invading China in the run-up to World War II, wealthy families were being murdered and their possessions were plundered by the Japanese Army — Gold, jewels, artwork, anything of value. Many of the families in China had their gold shipped to the Federal Reserve Bank in New York for safe-keeping. After the war, wealthy Japanese families did the same thing. The bank issued gold bearer bonds as a receipt for the gold. The bearer bonds could be redeemed by anyone possessing the bond, supposedly, no questions asked.”
“Okay, so what’s the problem?” Jake asked.
“Take a look right here.”
Jake looked at the bond closely. “The word annual is misspelled.”
“Right, and over here…”
“That isn’t even a real word. This is a fake.”
Ken held the bond up to the light. “And this do-hicky?”
“It’s a watermark,” Jake said.
“Yes, it is. The watermark and the paper are authentic.”
“That doesn’t make any sense. You’d think if someone went to the trouble of using authentic paper and creating the watermark, they would have spelled the words correctly.”
“You’re looking at one of the darker sides of our country’s history,” Ken said quietly. “The bearer bonds are authentic, issued by the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, on the date specified. The bank officials created the bonds with the mistakes in them, thinking the foreigners wouldn’t notice, and they didn’t. Decades later, when the bonds were presented, the bank officials simply claimed the bonds were forgeries, and refused to return the gold.”
“And because of the mistakes in the text of the bond, no one can prove the bonds are real,” Jake said.
“Precisely,” Ken replied. “In addition, the signatures on the bonds are fictitious, no one by those names ever worked for the Federal Reserve.”
“So you’re telling me the Federal Reserve Bank intentionally swindled these people out of ten tons of gold?”
“Nope,” Ken replied. “I’m saying the bank swindled them out of twenty-two thousand tons of gold.”
“What?” Jake said. “You can’t be serious.”
“I am serious. At today’s prices, I make that 844.8 billion dollars.”
“And nobody was charged and prosecuted?”
“No real proof,” Ken said. “The Secret Service audited the bank’s records, which indicated 218 tons of gold had been received from Asian families, all of which had been redeemed by the families after the war. The bank claimed that no gold bearer bonds have ever been issued by a Federal Reserve System bank.”
“But here they are — ten of them. You said they’re authentic.”
“I know they are — but I can’t prove it. The Secret Service has been following various gold bearer bonds for decades. Everyone who examines the bonds comes to the same conclusion you did−that the bonds are fake.”
“I don’t understand,” Jake said. “We have ten bearer bonds that are real, but were made to look like fakes. Are there fake bonds that look real?”
“Of course there are.”
“So how do you tell them apart?”
“Sometimes, you can’t. We divide counterfeit financial specimens into three tiers. The quality of tier 1 specimens is so good that you can’t tell them from the real thing. With tier 2, an expert can tell the difference, and tier 3, with a few simple tests, the cashier at your local grocery store can tell the difference.”
“This sounds like we’re talking about currency instead of bonds,” Jake said.
“Counterfeiting isn’t just about currency. It involves every form of financial instrument, from a five dollar bill to stocks and bonds, mortgages and derivatives. If it involves money, it’s being counterfeited.”
Jake picked up one of the gold bearer bonds. “The bank told you no Federal Reserve Bank has ever issued a gold bearer bond?”
“That’s what they said. It’s actually a clever defense. Under federal law, only the US Treasury Department can issue bonds such as these. The Federal Reserve System has no legal authority to issue bonds. They buy US Treasury Bonds, which are debt instruments. That’s how the federal government borrows money — we print and issue the bonds, and the Federal Reserve buys them. We get the money, and the bank gets the debt instrument, which is added to the National Debt.”
“Then why would anyone attempt to counterfeit something that doesn’t exist?”
“They wouldn’t,” Ken replied. “That’s one of the things that lead me to believe the gold bearer bonds are real.”
“Okay, I’m going to have to think about that for a while. What are we going to do about the two Chinese nationals in custody? If we determine that the bonds are real, they’re guilty of not declaring financial instruments, or if we determine the bonds are counterfeit, they’re guilty of possession of counterfeit financial instruments. So which charge is it going to be?”
Ken smiled. “Since you’re a newbie to this dance, just watch and see what happens.”
They walked back across the hall to where the two men were being held. The Customs officer was waiting for them. So was another man.
“This is Mr. Wong,” the Customs officer said. “He is from the Chinese Embassy.”
Mr. Wong showed Jake and Ken his identification. “Mr. Zhang and Mr. Li actually have diplomatic immunity.”
“They didn’t have diplomatic passports,” Ken responded.
“A simple oversight,” Mr. Wong said. “We apologize for any inconvenience. They will also need the documents back, which you now have in your possession. Those documents are the property of the People’s Republic of China. Your cooperation is appreciated.”
Jake slowly handed the briefcase across the table. As he did so, the watch was exposed from under his shirt sleeve. Mr. Zhang looked at the watch and nudged Mr. Li with his elbow. Mr. Li extended his left hand across the table and glanced down at his own watch. Jake followed his gaze. Li wore a watch identical to the one Jake received from Daniel Jacobson.
Thinking quickly, Jake said, “Please inform your people that the man you came to see has passed away.”
Both men bowed slightly as they took possession of the briefcase.
* * *
Jake and Ken sat in an airport coffee shop, waiting for their 3:00 p.m. flight back to Washington, D.C. They sat at a small black metal patio table with uncomfortable black metal chairs.
“You want to tell me what that fuss was all about?” Ken asked.
“My first lead in a murder case,” Jake replied. “And it’s international money laundering.” He took his cell phone out and called his boss.
“Briggs.”
“Daniel Jacobson, vehicular homicide from this morning. We have a possible connection to New York and a definite connection to China. International connection makes it FBI jurisdiction. I want this case.”
“Pending approval from Dr. Rosen allowing you to return to duty, I can do that.”
“I also need high level electronic surveillance on the two businessmen from China I came here to see. You have their passports and cell phone numbers in the system. I also need ears inside the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, specifically at the International Funds Transfer Desk.”
“You know we’re not going to get a warrant for that.”
“I need you to find a way. This is something critical.”
“Solid lead or hunch?”
Jake looked down at the watch. “Somewhere in between.”
“Okay, I’ll see what I can do.”
Jake put his cell phone away.
“So you want to clue me in to what’s going on?” Ken asked.
Jake brought him up to speed on the death of the bank VP.
“And your sympathetic approach regarding the death of Daniel Jacobson?”
Jake held his arm out exposing the watch. “The vic from this morning wanted me to have this.”
Ken examined the watch closely. “What is it?”
“I don’t know at this point, but both of the Chinese nationals in custody were wearing identical watches.”
“Ya mind?” Ken asked holding out his hand. Jake took the watch off and handed it to him. Ken pulled his jeweler’s loop from his pocket and examined the watch in detail.
“Interesting, especially the holographic bird.” Ken handed the watch back to Jake.
“Yeah, looks like some strange type of eagle.”
“Not an eagle, it’s a mystical bird, not a real one.”
“Mystical?”
“It’s a Phoenix, from ancient Egypt. Supposedly lives for 500 years, builds a nest and sets it on fire. The old bird burns up in the funeral pyre nest and a new bird rises from the ashes.”
“I understand that’s how Phoenix, Arizona got its name.”
“Yep, it is. So the gold bearer bonds…”
“Are connected to the murder,” Jake finished. “And something tells me these gold bonds were going to be honored by Daniel Jacobson.”
“And somebody at the bank didn’t want that to happen?”
“Maybe, maybe not,” Jake said. “Either way, I’m thinking Jacobson was on his way to us as a whistleblower…”
“And boom! No more Jacobson.”
“Yeah, but somebody still needs that money transferred.”
“Okay,” Ken said. “We know how — the gold bearer bonds — we just don’t know who.”
“But we do know where.”
“The Federal Reserve Bank of New York.”

CHAPTER 2

That evening, Peter Steinmetz sat in his private office at home and studied the diagrams and results from the first test of the solar weapon. The Coronal Mass Ejection, or CME, had been generated as expected, but the targeting was off. Just a matter of adjusting the timing, he reminded himself. The next test was thirty-six hours away, and everything was proceeding as planned.
At 54, he considered his current position of trust and authority as a mere stepping stone to something much more powerful and rewarding: a position among the top six people in the emerging global elite who would dominate and control the planet. Peter’s family had been international bankers for generations and during that time had quietly accumulated nearly a trillion dollars in assets: primarily gold, commercial property, artwork and diamonds. Peter’s father, Emil, was President of the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago and had encouraged him to follow a career path outside of banking and finance.
“It’s time for this family to diversify its powerbase,” his father had said on many occasions. Peter was the first, and so far the only one, to take his father’s advice.
He had become quite adept at hiding the disdain he held for the common people around him. With a naturally charismatic personality, he had learned early on in his childhood how to manipulate and influence inferior beings. They all lacked the sense of power and decisive action that he possessed, allowing their minds to be influenced and corrupted by emotions and concern for others−a weakness he never experienced. That strength of internal power and certainty had driven his upward motion throughout the military quickly and cleanly, avoiding the emotional traps and destructive alliances that had damaged so many otherwise promising contenders. Now he stood alone, unchallenged by others he had left in the wake of his superiority. In thirty-four and a half short days his ascendancy into world authority would be complete.
* * *
When Jake entered Briggs’ office at precisely 8:00 a.m. the next morning, Briggs’ desk was its usual mess with papers and files littering the surface. Jake’s anxiety level had been rising all morning. What if Dr. Rosen didn’t approve me for duty? What then? He looked at Briggs’ face to see if he could tell which way the decision had gone. Briggs didn’t seem unduly concerned.
“Am I good to go?” Jake asked tentatively.
“You are. But you’re on a short leash. Weekly check-in with Dr. Rosen. Anything looks off to her, and you’re back on the bench, or I guess couch, in this case.”
“What about the intel on what’s going on inside the Federal Reserve Bank office?”
Just then, the intercom beeped. “They’re here,” Briggs’ secretary said.
“Show them in.”
Jake turned and watched as a pudgy older man and a young petite woman with blonde hair enter Briggs’ office. She was cute and Jake smiled at her. She didn’t return the smile. Instead she just glanced at him and turned her gaze to Briggs.
“This is NSA Deputy Director Ellington and NSA Agent Badger.” Briggs gestured to Jake. “Special Agent Jake Hunter.”
Jake didn’t like where this was headed. “I told you I didn’t want any more partners.”
“You want the intel,” Briggs said. “This is the only way you get it.”
“I think you will find Agent Badger more than capable,” Ellington said. “The level of intel you requested can be shared only internally, within the NSA. She will have access, you will not. She will decide exactly what gets shared with you and what doesn’t.”
“That’s not acceptable to me,” Jake replied.
“That’s fine,” Ellington said. The two of them turned and headed toward the door. Jake recognized the posturing; he had used the same tactic many times with suspects. This was the style of the one-time offer: If you didn’t stop them and take the terms, you were screwed.
“Wait,” Jake said softly. Ellington and Badger slowly turned around. “What are the other terms?” This is where I find out how bad I’m going to be treated.
“She answers to me, not to you,” Ellington said. “You step out of line and she’s gone, along with the rest of the intel you want.”
“What else?”
Ellington paused, apparently thinking of what else he wanted to impose on Jake. “That’ll do. The simpler things are, the better they work.” Ellington turned toward Agent Badger. “Any problems, call me. Be careful, and Honi, be nice for a change.” She glared back at him. Ellington turned and left.
* * *
Jake checked out a Bureau car for the day. He and Honi headed over to the Metro Police first precinct station.
“I didn’t want a partner either,” Honi said.
Jake glanced over at her. “Don’t you usually have one?”
She shook her head. “I have my own section now, so no partner.”
Obviously the internal structure of the NSA is different from the FBI, Jake realized. It would take me another decade to become a head of section.
“But you had a partner before?” Jake asked.
“Yep. Not a satisfactory experience.”
“I can relate. What was the problem?”
She looked over at him. “Attitude. For some reason men can’t have an equal partnership with women. They think they need to be in charge.”
“The senior partner is usually in charge, so what’s the problem with that?”
“Age doesn’t always equate to experience and ability, or intelligence for that matter,” Honi said. “In my experience teams with equal members are more efficient than leaders and followers. It doubles the effectiveness if partners are equals.”
“Well, we’re not really partners, so I don’t see how it would matter.”
She turned her head away from him and looked out the side window.
* * *
Their badges and IDs quickly got them to Detective Traeger’s desk in the large open homicide squad room.
“Anything new on Jacobson?” Jake asked.
Kurt Traeger couldn’t take his eyes off Agent Badger. “Who’s this?”
“Agent Badger, NSA,” Jake replied. “She’s working this case with me.”
She shook Traeger’s hand and returned his smile.
“Why this case?”
“We’ve got connections to possible international money laundering and to China, so we may be able to help with motive or suspects on your vehicular homicide.”
Traeger nodded. “Any help will be appreciated. By the way, initial tox screen on Jacobson came back negative. So if your guy was delusional, it wasn’t because of drugs.”
“I had hoped for a simple explanation. Looks like things are more complex.”
“As usual. The ME’s about to start the autopsy. I’ve got to be there. You two are invited if you want to come.”
Jake glanced at Honi. She seemed uninterested. “We have some other things we need to follow up on. Can you get me a copy of the Medical Examiner’s Report?”
“Sure.”
* * *
Jake and Honi returned to their car.
“You drove all the way over here to get the results of a tox screen and request an ME’s report?” Honi asked.
“Yeah.”
“It’s a waste of time and resources. You could have accomplished that with a thirty-second phone call.”
“It’s my investigation,” Jake said firmly. “We’re doing it my way.”
“It’s still a waste of my valuable time, and a waste of my agency as a resource.”
I knew this wasn’t going to work, he thought.
“Do we have ears inside the Federal Reserve Bank office yet?”
She still looked angry, but she seemed to be settling down.
“Since yesterday, when we received the request from Briggs. I turned the speaker on for the phone that sets on the International Funds Transfer Desk. It acts as a microphone. We’re recording everything. It’s all sound activated and time stamped.”
“And they can’t tell?”
“No. The phone will perform normally. It’s a function we had built into the chip that controls the phone. All phones now have that capability. As long as the phone is plugged into the phone line, we can listen through it. We send the access code, and it’s ours.”
“And cell phones?” Jake asked.
“Even easier.”
Jake thumbed his cell phone in his pocket, wondering who had been listening to his conversations. “So potentially, you could record every phone conversation in the country?”
“With Echelon, we have the capability to record every phone conversation on the planet. The problem isn’t with the technology, it’s with people.”
“I’ve heard of Echelon. What does it do, exactly?”
“Echelon was created as a global system of antennas for the interception of all private and commercial communications, what we call Signals Intelligence. It’s the result of the UKUSA Security Agreement between Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States, and dates back to 1946.”
“And it’s limited by people?”
“Yes. We have a limited number of surveillance technicians. Nobody can listen to 18,000 phone conversations an hour. The computer system breaks all the words down into text, and sorts the text according to key words. It flags all conversations that contain any keywords, just like a search engine would do on the Internet.”
“So what happens if someone substitutes an ordinary word for what they suspect is a keyword in their conversations?” Jake asked. “And all the people they talk to know what the substitute word means? ‘Bomb’ has to be a keyword, right? What happens if someone substitutes, say, ‘banana’ in place of ‘bomb’. Then what?”
“Encoded conversations are our biggest problem,” she said. “We know who talks to whom. If we can identify the substitute words, we can tag the conversations and listen to what is being said. But that’s a big if.”
“E-mails?”
“Same deal, it’s all keyword driven. We don’t have enough people to look at everything. Just knowing how much information can fall through the cracks scares me. We know what we know, but what we don’t know is so huge, we can’t even get an estimate as to how big it might be.”
“I know the keywords help us catch criminals.”
“And terrorists. But only the stupid ones. The smart ones, the tech savvy ones, never even show up on our radar.”
“The people we’re looking for aren’t stupid,” Jake said.
“Which is why you have me.”
* * *
“So, this is where you live?” Honi asked as she carefully stepped from the dock onto Jake’s 40 foot sailboat. The deck was smooth Teak wood. The boat was white fiberglass with medium blue trim.
“This is home,” Jake said as he descended the narrow set of steps from the center console down into the cabin.
“Isn’t it a little cramped?” she asked as she navigated the steep steps.
“It’s homey.”
“And it moves. How do you get used to that?”
“Hadn’t noticed.”
Honi looked around. Dishes were stacked in the small sink, clothes strewn around the main cabin. She sniffed the air. No lingering smoke, perfume or stale beer. That was a positive sign, but so far, the only one. “Your place could use a good cleaning.”
He stared back at her. “You volunteering?”
She scoffed. “Do I look like the domestic type to you?”
He didn’t answer.
She pulled her secure phone out of her jeans pocket and dug deeper for the earbuds. She picked a crumpled shirt up between her thumb and forefinger with the other fingers extended into the air. She gently tossed the shirt at him and sat down at the small table.
He grabbed the shirt from the air and set it down next to him.
She accessed the secure database at the NSA, punched in the search parameters and looked at the screen. “No recognized keywords in the recordings.”
“I have tea or coffee.” He opened the small refrigerator and peered inside. “I can warm up some egg rolls.”
“How old?”
“Last night?”
She pursed her lips as she considered the egg rolls. “Sure, and tea would be fine.”
He started warming the egg rolls and heated some water for tea.
“This is going to take a while. I’ve got 14 hours of recordings to wade through.” She placed her notebook and pen in front of her on the table. Identifying hidden code words was a tedious process. People using the code words tried to put them into a context that said one thing, but meant something else. She had to listen to the phrasing several times to decide if there was a real context, or a contrived one. A contrived context indicated the presence of hidden code words.
As the afternoon slowly dragged into evening, Jake went out and picked up some Italian dinners and brought them back to the boat.
“Anything yet?”
She shrugged her shoulders. They ate while she listened.
The clock had crept past ten at night when Jake suggested they quit for the night and continue in the morning. She suddenly looked up at him, her interest and attention piqued at what she was hearing.
“What?” he asked.
She scribbled down several words. 15:47, VB? Benji, cars.
“What does it mean?”
She shrugged, shook her head and continued listening.
Four hours later she was still analyzing the recorded conversations. Jake had fallen asleep on a padded bench and she needed to stretch her legs. She quietly climbed the steps to the main deck of the sailboat, ducked under the wrapped sail and walked slowly toward the bow.
Her family had immigrated to the U.S. from Baden Baden, Germany after World War II. Her grandparents, being less than a hundred yards from the French border, had been active in the resistance movement against the Nazis, helping to pass Jews and downed pilots out of Germany and spies back in. Her grandfather had been recruited into the Office of Strategic Services during the war, and her father had joined the CIA after he graduated from college. Her parents had trained her in tradecraft and surveillance techniques from the time she was a small child, so when the opportunity arose, she was a natural for the NSA. She was now Head of Section for Covert Surveillance and loving every minute of it.
She looked up at the night sky. There was no moon, but the stars were obscured by the lights in the sky. She stood, mesmerized, by the colorful display of red, green and blue swirls of soft light that filled the black canopy above her. She had seen the Aurora Borealis as a child, but the northern lights were just that, confined to the top of the world. These lights covered the entire sky: shifting, blending, fading and strengthening. The panorama of hues and the slow-motion dance had her enthralled. She paused the recording and sat on the forward section of the main cabin, leaning back so she could take in the entire spectacle at once. It was the most unusual thing she had ever seen.
A cool breeze drifted off the water. She felt slightly chilled, but she couldn’t drag herself away from the lights in the sky. She continued to listen to the recording as she watched the silent performance taking place above her.
* * *
Jake woke up at 6:21 a.m. and looked around. She wasn’t there. He checked the small bathroom to no avail. He found her sitting on the top of the sailboat cabin, still listening to the recorded phone conversations.
“You were awake all night?” he asked.
“Some people don’t waste their time. Besides, you missed quite the show last night.”
“Show?”
“The lights in the sky.”
“What kind of lights?”
“You know — the wavy curtains of light high up in the night sky.”
“The Aurora Borealis?”
“Yeah,” she replied. “You know what they are?”
“Astronomy, minor in science in college. Kind of a hobby now. So the lights were in the north?”
“That was the odd thing. The lights were directly overhead. They covered the entire sky.”
Jake felt the blood drain from his face. “We aren’t supposed to have any lights in the sky. We’re at a sunspot minimum. No sunspots, no solar storms, no northern lights. How long did they last?”
“I don’t know. They were still there when the sky started to get light, just before dawn.”
Jake looked out over the water. “That shouldn’t have been happening. We need to see an old friend of mine.”
“Now? What about the investigation?”
“It can wait, this is important.”
“It’s another waste of my time, and my agency!”
Jake took a quick shower and dressed. He drove her to her apartment west of Alexandria, Virginia where she reluctantly showered and changed.
Thirty minutes later they entered the Space Studies Board on Fifth. The board was the central collection and distribution point for all information relating to the sun and space weather. The SSB was also the US National Committee to the Committee on Space Research, referred to as COSPAR.
“We’re here to see Dr. Spencer,” Jake said.
“He got your call, and he’s waiting in his office,” the secretary replied.
“Jake,” Dr. Spencer said, a warm smile on his face. “What can I do for my favorite godson?”
“This is agent Honika Badger, NSA. She tells me we had an aurora last night. What happened?”
Dr. Spencer breathed out quickly and glanced down at the floor. He wasn’t smiling any more. “It’s not good, Jake, not good at all.”
“I thought we were in a sunspot minimum period.”
“Sun spot minimum?” Honi asked.
“Sun spots are caused by huge magnetic storms on the surface of the sun,” Jake explained. “They gradually build up to a maximum every eleven years, or there about, and then they suddenly stop. For the next three to four years, there aren’t any sunspots, and then the whole cycle runs all over again.”
“So we’re in a time where there aren’t supposed to be any of these magnetic storms on the sun?”
“We are,” Dr. Spencer replied quietly. “That’s why the storms are, well, troubling.”
“Troubling? How?” Jake asked.
“First, we aren’t supposed to be having any storms for another three to four years. Second, the storms aren’t normal. They’re Coronal Mass Ejections, where the surface material of the sun is thrown off into space, not the usual magnetic storms or flares. Third, they are ejected on a path that comes directly at us, which is relatively rare.”
“You’re saying there was more than one storm?” Honi asked.
“This is the second storm,” Dr. Spencer said. “The first occurred seventeen days before this one. The first storm was a near miss, so nothing showed up in the news about it. This one was a direct hit. Thankfully, it wasn’t very strong. So far the powers that be have managed to keep it out of the news.”
“What about the earth’s magnetic field?” Jake asked. “That has been changing so much lately. What’s up with that?”
“As you are aware, the earth’s magnetic field has been decreasing in strength for the last ten years or so. A polar shift is underway.”
“You mean where the north and south poles flip?” Honi asked. “Isn’t that extremely dangerous?”
“Not normally,” Dr. Spencer replied. “It’s happened dozens of times over the last several million years. The last magnetic pole flip was the Matuyana-Brunhes reversal, 786,000 years ago. Pole flips happen every 200 to 250 thousand years, on average, so we’re actually long overdue. We originally thought pole shifts took place over several thousand years, but based on core samples, it’s hard to get a real perspective. The size of the rock sample is decidedly thin, so a thousand years is…”
“And now?” Jake asked.
Dr. Spencer looked up at him. “Oh, yes. Now we know a pole shift can happen during one’s lifetime, much less than a hundred years. In fact, the earth’s magnetic field is diminishing much more rapidly than we anticipated. It’s had a strange effect on the ozone hole over Antarctica. With the weakening of the south magnetic pole, the hole in the ozone layer is healing. Seems like it wasn’t hydrofluorocarbons after all. It was the intensity of the magnetic field that created the hole. We just made certain assumptions that we had created a problem that turned out to have an entirely natural cause.”
“Is the earth’s magnetic field going to disappear?” Honi asked.
Dr. Spencer looked at her. “Well, not entirely, at least we don’t think so. There are new north and south poles emerging, weak, but emerging. The overall field will be very weak, I’m afraid, especially in various places. The new poles are moving rapidly, well from a planetary aspect they are moving rapidly. If you were standing there you wouldn’t notice it at all.”
“How weak?” Jake asked.
“Oh, I don’t know, it’s so hard to predict these kinds of things accurately.”
“Ball park? Fifty percent? Thirty percent?”
“Oh nothing that high,” Dr. Spencer said. “We’ve already dropped by more than fifty percent. We’re probably looking at something in the three to five percent range.”
“The magnetic field will be only three to five percent of what it was ten years ago?” Honi asked.
“Yes, yes,” Dr. Spencer replied. “But that shouldn’t last more than a few years. The new poles should strengthen by the time the next sunspot maximum takes place,”
“But we’re having solar storms now!” Jake said.
“Yes, yes,” Dr. Spencer said. “I just don’t know why. It’s not natural.”
“How do we know the magnetic field will return?” Honi asked.
“Well, scientists originally thought the magnetic field was generated by the iron core in the center of the planet, but we’re much too far away from the core. The magnetosphere is produced by the flow of massive electric currents in the outer magma layer, just thirty miles or less below us. Normally, the Coriolis Force, a twisting action created by the rotation of the earth, keeps the magma flow even and the electric flow forms a geomagnetic dynamo that generates the earth’s magnetic field. Right now the magma and the electric current flows are chaotic, so the magnetic field reflects that chaotic state. But chaos is the exception. Chaos is unbalanced. Nature always seeks balance. When balance returns, so will the magnetic field.”
“And until then?” Honi asked.
“Pray we don’t get hit with a big CME,” Dr. Spencer said as he looked down at the floor.
“Thank you, Dr. Spencer,” Jake said as he and Honi turned to leave.
“Oh, I almost forgot,” Dr. Spencer said. “I know you are fascinated by science things like this. There’s a bright young engineer over at George Washington University. You’re going to love what he has come up with. Here’s his card. Go and see him. Such an exciting development.”
Jake took the card. “Thanks. I’ll visit him, I promise.”
* * *
Jake checked the computer back at his office while Honi waited impatiently for him, pacing around his office. The central plains of Canada now had the north arm of compasses pointing due west. A second North Magnetic Pole was developing in the northern Pacific Ocean south of the Aleutian Islands. The South Magnetic Pole, instead of being opposite the North Pole, was moving toward the new North Pole. Magnetic South was now in the Pacific Ocean somewhere between Chili and New Zealand. To top things off, a new Magnetic South Pole was developing over Mongolia. None of it made any sense.
“This is stupid,” Honi said. “I’ve had enough.”
“What?”
“I’m done. I stayed up all night digging out essential information for your important investigation and you’re chasing phantom lights in the sky and sunspots. You have no respect for me, my time or my agency. We’re done!”
“But these are critically important things.”
“Not to me they aren’t.”
“The solar storms may not be evidence in the investigation, but they have the potential to adversely impact what we’re doing, so they’re important.”
Honi just shook her head.
I’m losing her, he realized. “I do respect you,” he said as an opening to an apology.
“No, you don’t, or you wouldn’t waste my time. Respect isn’t about words, it’s about actions. Respect is earned. I’ve gone out of my way to earn your respect, and you aren’t interested. In fact, you haven’t done a single thing to earn my respect, and without that respect, we can’t work together.”
She’s right, Jake thought. He felt the flush of embarrassment fill his face. “I still need you to work with me. I still need your help. Is there something, anything, I can do to help earn your respect at this point?”
She turned and walked to the door, stopped briefly and turned to face him. “Anything?”
“Anything,” he replied.
“Do you have any idea how hard it is for a woman to get respect in a man’s world? I have to be better, faster, stronger and smarter than every man I encounter, and I am. But I still don’t get the respect I deserve. Not from you, and certainly not from other people just like you. I’m sick of it, but I am prepared to earn your respect, on your turf, in the only way men seem to garner any respect at all. Are you into martial arts?”
“At the FBI, we all are.”
“You have a gym in this dilapidated rat trap of a building?”
“Down stairs.”
“If you can take me in hand-to-hand combat, you can earn my respect.”
* * *
Jake changed out of his street clothes and into his workout sweats. Each agent had a locker located next to the gym. He entered the gym and proceeded to strap on the ankle pads used to keep from breaking bones in your opponent. The gym was sixty feet by one hundred twenty feet, with a hardwood floor. Exercise machines and weight sets were placed around the outer walls. In the center was the martial arts mat where, in addition to fighting, suspect take-downs and control moves were taught and practiced. He slipped the padded gloves on as he bounced toward the center of the mat.
Other FBI agents working out in the gym stopped their routine and moved to the edge of the martial arts area. Agent Honika Badger stood calmly in the center of the padded section of the floor wearing her street clothes.
“Jake?” one of the FBI agents asked. “What are you doin’?”
“Come on, Jake, pick on someone your own size,” another agent said.
“Yeah,” another added. “For Christ sakes, Jake, don’t embarrass yourself by doing this.”
Jake bounced around, loosening up. “I’ll take it easy on you.”
“That won’t be necessary.”
“I’ve mastered Krav Maga, and Tae Kwon Do. Almost there on two others.”
“It doesn’t matter,” she said calmly.
At six-two and one-hundred-ninety-eight pounds of muscle, Jake towered over her by thirteen inches and outweighed her by a hundred pounds. She looked more like a child standing in front of him.
“I’ll be nice. You can make the first move.”
“With all of the disciplines you have learned, there’s something important they neglected to teach you,” she said.
By now every agent in the gym had circled the mats.
“Yeah, what’s that?”
All he saw was a momentary blur and everything went black. When he opened his eyes, he was flat on his back on the mat. The few fellow agents that remained were laughing and walking away, shaking their heads.
“Wha… what happened?”
“That thing they neglected to teach you about all those fancy moves?” she said softly as she knelt over him.
“Yeah?”
“You have to be conscious in order to use them.”
Jake started to get up when a wave of nausea forced him back onto the mat.
“Ahhh…God.”
“Just lie still. It’ll pass in about fifteen minutes.”
This is why Deputy Director Ellington had told her to be nice, Jake realized. A little too late for that to sink in. “Was I out cold?”
“Yep.”
“For how long?”
“About three minutes.”
“What the hell did you do to me?”
“I gave you an opportunity to replace some of your arrogance with a little bit of humility.”
Jake breathed out slowly. If I want her to be nice to me, I have to be really nice to her, don’t I? he thought.
“I was being arrogant, wasn’t I?”
“Yes. And while you’re recovering, you can practice being humble.”
“I’m sorry, Agent Badger, I was being rude and disrespectful. I apologize.”
“Apology accepted, Agent Hunter.”
“So where did you learn to do…what you did to me?”
“I spent part of my childhood and early teenage years in Hong Kong, the rest in Tokyo. My dad worked in the intelligence community. I loved martial arts, and because of my dad’s connections, I got to study with some very talented masters.”
He tried to move and the nausea returned.
“Just relax,” she reminded him.
“But what did you do to me? All I saw was a slight blur.”
She smiled. “It’s a Chinese system. There are twelve master meridian points on the body. Force isn’t required — only speed. All you have to do is tap five of the twelve master meridian points in less than a half second, and the body systems all shut down. I tapped six on you, that’s why it’ll take fifteen minutes for you to be able to move again. With seven points, you’d be down for half an hour.”
“Is it possible to hit all twelve points within that half second?”
“Yes. I can do that.”
“And then what?”
“Then, you die.”

CHAPTER 3

Peter Steinmetz studied the results of the latest test of the solar weapon on the private computer network he had installed in his home. He would normally be at his office, but with his position came a little bit of latitude in his work responsibilities. He had only one person above him at this point, and that person was extraordinarily busy by any standard. So flexibility was the rule of the day.
His wife of twenty-nine years, Ileana, was out shopping. Their two grown children were out on their own and doing well. The boy, Robert, was a commodity trader in Manhattan and the girl, Gwen, was an attorney in the Justice Department.
The solar weapon was on target, but there were variations to take into consideration: the more powerful the CME was, the faster it moved through space, thus impacting the arrival time and placement of the target. Since the surface of the sun and the target were both in constant motion, the mathematical calculations were complex. The saving grace was: the larger the CME, the smaller the target became by comparison.
* * *
Honi decided that despite Jake’s propensity for wandering into remote and arcane pieces of science, he had actually stumbled onto a major international money laundering operation. That and the attitude adjustment she’d administered earned him a second chance. She just needed to bring him up to speed on what the NSA could add to the investigation.
“I’ve got a dozen words that appeared in a contrived context from the phone on the International Funds Transfer Desk,” she said as she handed the list to Jake. “I don’t know what they mean or represent at this point. You have any ideas?”
“Maybe.”
“What do you mean, maybe?”
“Phoenix is on your list. In what context was it used?”
“It could have been a group of people, an organization, or a company, something like that.”
“It’s an organization.”
“How do you know that?”
“It’s a working hypothesis at this point, not an established fact.” Jake said.
“So what other words have you figured out?”
“That’s it, so far. You?”
“My hope is that we can find the same words in connecting phone conversations and add to the context. That may lead us to the hidden meanings.”
They arrived at the NSA building just before noon. The building was constructed of a double glass outer wall made with reflective and filtering material embedded in the glass. That combination prevented outside surveillance by any known technology. She walked Jake through the scanning devices and into the security supervisor’s office.
“This is FBI Special Agent Hunter,” she said. “He’s the one I told you about. This is Sebastian Pettigrew, head of building security.”
“Agent Hunter,” Sebastian Pettigrew said as he stood. They shook hands.
“I need his security level upgraded,” Honi said.
“I’m already cleared for all top level security issues.”
“I know. That’s the only reason they let you in the front door. Everything else in here starts at that level and goes up from there.”
“So what do you need?” Pettigrew asked.
“I need him moved up to code word Gargoyle.”
Pettigrew raised his eyebrows and typed on his computer. His eyes scanned the screen. He typed some more and studied the screen. “I’ve contacted the FBI. They’ll approve the upgrade as soon as the director signs off on it.”
“Can you call him now?” she asked.
“It’s that important?”
“Yeah. It’s that important.”
He picked up the phone and punched in the number. Ten minutes later a woman walked in carrying a plastic card on a lanyard. The light blue card had Jake’s photo and name on it with VISITOR in red letters and a black square on the bottom surrounding a large letter ‘G’. Jake put the lanyard around his neck.
“Thanks, Sebastian.”
Pettigrew nodded.
Honi led Jake out the door, down the hall to the elevators and pushed the down button. They waited until the door closed. She swiped her ID card past the sensor.
“Name?” came a female voice from the speaker.
“Honika Badger,” she replied.
“Voice print confirmed. Level?”
“B6,” Honi said.
“Agent Hunter will be allowed only in area 4 of basement level six,” the voice said. The elevator began descending.
“How did she know?”
“It’s a computer,” Honi said flatly. “And your visitor card is RFID.” She noticed Jake glancing around the elevator. He stopped when he spotted the small camera near the ceiling. She smiled, remembering her first time riding down into the bowels of the NSA. Everything seemed so secretive and strange back then. Most people didn’t even realize there were sub-basements in the building. Now she ran her own section in a place hardly anyone knew existed. Just then the elevator stopped and the doors opened.
They entered a hundred-foot by hundred-foot room filled with small cubicles and a grid of aisles. The carpeting was gray mixed with several shades of blue. The cubical walls were plain gray fabric with black metal edges. Each workspace had a desk with a large monitor centrally located and a keyboard along with a custom-molded mouse. A file cabinet formed the far end of the space with just enough room for a chair to slide back before it hit the other wall.
“Over here,” she said, as she led him through the left side of the maze. She stopped at the opening to a cubical.
“Hey, Brett.”
The man looked up. He was mid-thirties with short dark hair, a neatly trimmed mustache and goatee. “Hey, what’s up?”
“I need a full phone network plot on this number. For now limit the plot to 20 deep, and I also need a phone network subplot that includes these keywords.” She handed him a piece of paper. He looked over the list.
“Where did you get the keywords, from a Disney movie?”
“Just run ‘em, Brett. Is Tracy in?”
“Try the coffee nook. Her brain doesn’t click in until her fourth cup.”
“Thanks, Brett.”
Tracy Corbett was sitting in the break room finishing off her coffee and a muffin.
“I need to follow some money,” Honi said.
Tracy stood. “My favorite part of the job.” They followed Tracy to her cubical. Tracy logged in. “Point of origin and time?”
“Federal Reserve Bank of New York, 15:47 yesterday, give or take a minute.”
Tracy tapped her computer keys. “I have five transfers initiated during that two-minute slot. Any idea where the destination might be?”
“Try the Vatican Bank.”
“You can track money that goes through the Vatican Bank?” Jake asked incredulously.
“Since the Reagan Administration. We’re using the twenty-first evolution of the original Promise software.”
“Okay, here we go,” Tracy said. “Three hundred and three million from FRBNY to VB, three hundred and one point five mill went to the Libyan Central bank in Tripoli, three hundred mill to the National Bank of Italy, fifty mill to a shell corp, which is a front for CSL corporation, fifty mill to the National Bank of Libya in Benghazi and on to another shell corp we know is eventually connected to a terrorist organization, fifty mill to a bank in Maryland and on to another shell…”
“Wait, wait, wait,” Jake said. “You’ve got a maze of banks and shell corporations that’s neck deep. How do you actually know where the money ends up? I mean, this would take me weeks, if not months to track down, and I’d have to guess at a lot of it. How can you do that in just a few seconds?”
Honi and Tracy started laughing.
“Come on, what’s so funny?”
Honi leaned against the side of the opening to Tracy’s cubical, trying to contain her laughter. “This is why you needed the Gargoyle clearance. The NSA wrote all of the banking software for the last thirty years and sold it through vetted companies. Every penny that moves through a bank anywhere in the world, we get a copy of the transaction.”
“Even numbered accounts in Swiss banks?”
“Even those. But our basic problem of not enough people to look at the data remains. There’s just too much information to get a real picture of what’s happening.”
“I thought at least some banks wrote their own software,” he said.
“They do. We just make sure they use a programmer we own.”
“And what made you suspect the Vatican Bank? Why would the Church be involved in something like this?”
“The Vatican is more than the Church, it’s also a sovereign country, and the bank is part of the political side. We’ve used them before for our own covert projects.”
Jake paused, his mouth open. “You said fifty million to a bank in Maryland and then on to a shell corporation?”
“Yes,” Tracy said. “From there it filtered down to twenty-three machining companies and a shipping company, all specializing in automotive replacement parts.”
“One shipping company?”
Tracy checked. “Broadway Shipping and Expediting Service.”
Jake pulled his cell phone out to call Briggs. No service. “How can there be no service in here?”
“Encrypted phones only,” Honi said. “You’ll have to use mine.” She handed him her phone. He punched in the number.
“This is Hunter. I need a customs check on Broadway Shipping and Expediting,” Jake told Briggs. “Where are they located?” he asked Tracy.
“Norfolk, Virginia.”
“Yeah,” Jake said. “Out of Norfolk.” He listened. “Destination? … Thanks.”
“Well?”
He handed her phone back. “The key words you picked out? I think I know what two of them mean.”
“Which two?”
“Cars and Benji. Each month, Broadway Shipping sends out five shipping containers on one freighter — Carsini Shipping Lines.”
“Cars,” Honi replied.
“And the CSL shell corporation in our system,” Tracy added.
“Among the destinations for the freighter is Benghazi, Libya.”
“Benji.”
“What is a country like Libya doing with fifty million in replacement automotive parts every month?” Jake asked.
“Obviously, there can’t be that many cars in need of repair in Libya.”
“Not even close.”
“So if the machining companies aren’t making automotive parts, what are they actually making?” Honi asked.
“That’s what we need to find out next.”
* * *
Honi chucked a duffel bag in the back seat of the car that Jake had checked out of the FBI impound lot. The plan was to visit each of the machining companies and try to get a good look at what they were producing without tipping them off to the investigation.
“What’s in the bag?” Jake asked.
“I just like to be prepared.”
He eyed the bag suspiciously. “You aren’t going to tell me, are you?”
“You don’t trust me? Go ahead and search the bag.”
Yeah, he thought. I fell for the martial arts bait. I’m not stepping into this one. “Just curious.”
They arrived at the first machining company on their list. Jake parked a half block from the address and pulled, from the sun visor above him, the folder containing a set of blueprints.
“You’ve got the ear bud in?”
“Yeah. Between you on one side and the earbud on the other, you’re in stereo. It’s like an echo.”
“Panic word is ‘picture’. If it sounds like I’m in any kind of trouble, call for backup.”
“Got it.”
Before Jake could get out of the car, a large man came out of the front door of the machine shop. He was bald with a mustache and a full reddish beard. He wore motorcycle colors, leather pants and heavy black boots, tattoos visible on his arms. The man paused momentarily as he looked at Jake and Honi. He swung his leg over the red Harley, started the engine, and rode off.
Jake got out and entered the machine shop. In the office, an older man with gray hair stood up from behind his small desk.
“Can I help you?”
“I hope so. I need twenty of these parts machined up.” Jake handed the blueprints to the man, who quickly looked them over.
“We’re really booked right now. We can’t do the job.”
“Could you give me an idea of what it would cost?” Jake asked.
The man handed the blueprints back. “We can’t do the job, sorry.”
“Thanks anyway.” Jake left.
It was the same story at the second and third machining company.
“With so many people out of work and the economy struggling, what do you think the odds are of three companies in a row being unable to take on any more work?” Jake asked.
Honi scoffed. “Did you notice at two of the places, the building next door was for sale? How good can business be?”
“Exactly.”
As they arrived at the fourth company on their list, there, next to the curb, sat the same red Harley Davidson motorcycle a hundred feet from the machine shop. Jake drove by and parked around the corner, out of sight of the motorcycle. He pulled his cell phone and called the FBI office.
“I need you to run a motorcycle plate.” He gave the number and a description of the bike. “Run a quick background check on the owner, too.” He waited.
“No wants or warrants from the DMV check. Running background now.” He glanced over at Honi. “No background information, no Social Security Number. ID is fake.”
“Thanks,” Jake said and disconnected. “Whoever it is, he’s using a fake identity. I may need your special help to take this guy down so we can find out what he’s doing in the middle of our investigation.”
“No problem.” She leaned into the back seat, unzipped the duffel bag and pulled out a baby-sized rubber doll and a baby blanket.
He looked at her suspiciously.
“You’ll see.”
Jake got out, rounded the corner and walked past the motorcycle. When he opened the door to the machine shop, the large, bald man was talking softly to a man in an oily shop apron. The large man glanced at Jake, said a few more words, turned and walked past him to the door. The size of the guy made Jake feel suddenly shrunken. The guy was six-five to six-six, around two hundred and eighty pounds and very muscular.
“It’s him,” Jake whispered. “We need to ask him some questions.”
“Sit tight.”
Jake approached the man in the shop apron and showed him the blueprints. As the man studied the blueprints Jake wandered back to the door and looked out the window. The large man walked quickly toward the motorcycle as Honi approached him from the street corner. She carried the doll wrapped up in the baby blanket. He could hear her talking to the doll in his ear bud as she closed in on the man. “We’re going to go see daddy, sweetheart. You’re just a little daddy’s girl, aren’t you?”
The large man glanced at Honi and then focused on his motorcycle. As she got next to him, she dropped the doll. By the time the doll hit the sidewalk, the blur was over and the man was falling to the ground like a felled tree. Honi grabbed the man’s head and lowered it to the pavement.
She must have done the same thing with me, Jake thought. He returned to the man in the apron.
“I can do the job, but I’m backed up for the next month.”
“Could you give me an idea of how much the machining would cost?”
The man looked at the prints again. “Ball park? Twenty-five hundred a piece, but like I said, I can’t get to it until next month.”
“Could I get a look at your shop and the quality of some of the parts you make?”
“We’re really rushed right now, but when you come back, sure, I’ll give you the tour.”
“Thanks,” Jake said, as he headed out the door. Twenty-five hundred a piece? he thought. That’s five times what my guy said it should be. Someone really doesn’t want any new business. Whatever they’re making, they’re being very well paid.
* * *
Jake entered the interview room at the FBI facility in Quantico, the office nearest to them. It was time for some answers from the guy who had appeared in the middle of their investigation. The man didn’t have any identification on him, just a large wad of hundred dollar bills.
“What’d you do with my bike?”
“We picked it up. It’s in the impound lot.”
The man nodded. “That’ll work. I assume you are running my prints?”
Jake looked back at the man.
“You’re going to have to make a phone call.”
“Really? Why’s that?”
There was a knock at the door. A technician entered.
“We ran his prints. All we got from the system was this phone number.”
Jake studied the man for a moment. “So, undercover investigator for federal or state?”
The man sat calmly staring back at Jake. “Just call the number.”
Jake punched the number into his phone. It rang three times.
“Special Agent Hunter, I presume?” the voice said.
Jake frowned. “Do I get to know what his name is?”
“I’m checking…I see your security clearance has recently been upgraded, so, yes. Please hand your phone to him, and can you take the cuffs off of him?”
“How did you…? Never mind.”
Jake reluctantly took the handcuffs off the man and handed him the phone.
“Yeah?” he listened for a moment. “Okay, thanks.” He handed Jake’s phone back to him.
Honi entered the interview room. The man looked at her and grinned. “That was one hellova trick. You’ve got to be really good to pull that kind of stunt on me.”
“Oh, the little woman with the baby thing? Guys fall for that every time.”
“The daddy’s girl was a nice touch.”
“So, shall we?” Jake asked.
“I’m Major Bob Stafford, US Army Intelligence and Security Command, Fort Belvoir, working undercover. The Army suspects we have a couple of bad apples dabbling in the black market weapons trade.”
“That would explain Benghazi,” Jake said.
“Benghazi? And how would you two know about Benghazi?”
“I’m Special Agent Jake Hunter, FBI.”
“I’m NSA Agent Badger,” Honi finished. “And it’s a little more than dabbling. It’s fifty million in machined parts going through Benghazi every month.”
“What? Fifty million a month is way too much money for small arms. We’ve got to get a look inside those machine shops and see what they’re really making.”
* * *
One o’clock in the morning in an industrial complex was about as quiet and deserted as it ever got. Stafford scanned the buildings with his night vision gear. No cameras, no infrared sensors. Looks like plain vanilla security systems, he thought.
“Satellite coverage shows you’re the only one around,” the text from Honi read.
Stafford approached the back door to the machine shop and used a small magnetic field sensor to check the door frame.
There it is, he thought. Magnetic switch mounted on the other side of the door frame. Simple, but effective. The magnet is mounted on the door. When you open the door, the magnet moves away from the switch, which opens, and the alarm goes off.
Stafford pulled a thin piece of metal from his back pants pocket. Neodymium super magnet in a very flexible thin strip. He wiggled the thin piece between the metal door and the door frame. It paused as he worked at getting it to bend and follow the top of the door, then it slid in deeper. That should do it.
Stafford pulled out his lock pick set, inserted the tension tool and then the pick with the small wiggles on the end. Ten seconds later the door opened slightly.
He extracted a six-inch-long piece of metal from his pocket. Got to hold the magnet in place, he reminded himself. He slid the magnetized metal piece into the section of the door jamb where the door was. It snapped into place. He opened the door and entered. Stafford examined the finished parts lying around the shop. He took infrared photos of all the parts so there wouldn’t be any visible flashes of bright light. Stafford also went into the office and photographed the contents of the file cabinets and checked the old computer setting on the desk. It wasn’t even password protected. He took a quick look at the file contents and shut the computer down. Forty minutes later he left, removing the bar, closing the door and pulling the thin metal piece from the door jamb.
After he had examined the fourth machine shop Stafford sat in the car with his head down. He picked up his cell phone from the car seat and called his Commanding Officer.
“It’s worse than we thought.”
“So what are they making?”
“They’re smart. No two parts for the same weapon are made in the same shop. So far I’ve seen parts for not only automatic small arms, but anti-personnel mines, anti-aircraft guns, shoulder-fired anti-tank rockets, RPGs and artillery pieces. This is a major operation, and it was going on right under our noses.”
“So in Benghazi?” his CO asked.
“They have to be assembling the weapons from the machined parts in Libya and from there…”
“To all of the terrorists in the middle east,” his CO said. “How could American citizens be knowingly supporting terrorists like that?”
“They probably don’t know. They get a blueprint, they make a part, and they probably have no idea what the part does. For the guys in the machine shop, it’s work, it’s just a job. It pays the rent and puts food on the table. Nobody asks. Besides, the only place the parts are identified as auto parts are on the shipping manifest. The machine shops are working from blueprints that identify the parts by only a number, that’s it.”
The following morning Major Stafford obtained permission to share intel from the night’s investigation with Honi and Jake. He called her at the NSA and explained what he had found.
“Do you have a secure phone?” Honi asked.
“Yes, I do.”
“We have an extensive network of phone numbers, some of which have military connections. Would you be able to look into those for us?”
“After opening up this investigation like you did, I sure can. Send me the list.”

CHAPTER 4

“How do you feel about working with Agent Badger?” Dr. Rosen asked.
“I’m okay with it,” Jake replied. “It’s not like having a partner.”
“Why not?”
“Well, she works for a different agency, for one thing, and it’s not like we’re that close.”
“Does the lack of closeness make you feel better, or worse?”
That was a difficult question to answer; not because he felt involved with her or embarrassed about his feelings, but because he was uncertain about what he felt. It was all so mixed up.
“I don’t know. Does it matter?”
“Does it matter to you?”
“Not especially. Once this investigation is over, she’ll go back to the NSA and I’ll go on to another case. It’s pretty straight-forward.”
“Do you have any romantic feelings toward Agent Badger?”
“No,” he said immediately. After being laid out on the floor, like she did to him, romantic feelings were the furthest thing from his mind.
“Do you respect her as an agent?”
“Certainly.” She earned my respect in a way I had never seen before, he thought. “She’s very capable.”
“Do you respect her as a person?”
“Yes. She’s intelligent and confident. I’m good with that.”
“Do you trust her?”
Did he trust her? “Mostly,” Jake said cautiously. If she was going to get me, I wouldn’t have to turn my back on her. All I’d have to do is blink.
“Mostly?” Dr. Rosen asked.
“For me, trust is something that is earned over a period of time. You can’t give or demand trust. It’s built on consistency, day after day, month after month.” He studied her face to see if she was buying what he had said.
Dr. Rosen put her notebook away. “You seem to be handling the situation well. Same time next week?”
“Yeah. Depending on what’s happening in the investigation.”
“Of course.”
* * *
Honi walked into Jake’s FBI office just as the phone rang.
“Hunter.” He glanced at Honi. “Right now? Thanks, boss.”
He put his phone away. “We’ve got to go. Two new business people with gold bearer bonds just passed through customs at La Guardia, this time they’re Japanese. Customs slipped a tracker into the lining of the briefcase and let them pass on through. Briggs authorized use of the bureau jet to get to New York in a hurry.”
On the short flight up, Honi accessed the recorded files from the phone on the International Funds Transfer Desk in the Federal Reserve Bank of New York. By the time they landed at La Guardia she was caught up and listening in real time.
“They’re there,” Honi said. “The deal’s going down, Two billion dollars are being transferred to the Central Bank of Japan.” She put the live feed on hold and called Tracy at the NSA. “Trace the transfer, taking place now — FRBNY to CBJ, two billion. I want to know where every dime goes.” She switched back to the live feed as they climbed into the back seat of a bureau car. “This is incredible. Laundering two billion dollars at one time!”
“Federal Reserve Bank of New York,” Jake told the driver. “And hurry!”
Jake used his phone to access the location of the tracker that had been placed in the briefcase. “They’re still there. Customs has an agent following them, just in case.”
Six blocks from the bank, the driver of the bureau car turned the flashing red and blue lights off. Jake called the Customs Office at La Guardia.
“I just want to verify that the two Japanese nationals we’re following passed through customs with regular passports, not diplomatic ones.” He waited. “Thank you.”
He turned to Honi. “Regular passports. I want to grab these guys and sweat them to see what we can get before we get hit with the diplomatic immunity ploy.” He called the Customs agent who was following the two Japanese businessmen. “Where are you? Okay, got it.”
He turned to the driver. “You can drop us in the next block, but stay close. Our suspects left the building and are walking northeast on the other side of Liberty Street.” The driver pulled to the right and stopped. Jake and Honi got out and hurried toward the corner. “There they are, crossing Liberty. We can intercept on this side.”
The two Japanese businessmen walked into a gray brick-paved park with trees on the northwest side of One Chase Manhattan Plaza. They were headed toward the southeast corner of the park. Jake and the customs agent nodded at each other as they joined up. The two Japanese businessmen rounded the corner thirty feet in front of them. Jake, Honi and the customs agent broke into a sprint to catch up.
Turning the corner, they came face-to-face with a dozen large men, who quickly tried to box them in next to the building. Everything seemed to move in slow motion. Jake saw guns being raised in the hands of three of the men. His first instinct was to draw his weapon, but he realized that was going to take too much time. Jake grabbed the wrist of the man in front of him with his left hand, preventing the gun from coming up to a firing position. He stepped forward and slammed his elbow into the man’s throat. He carried the momentum of his right arm across to his left and spiked his elbow back into the right temple of his opponent, who started to drop to the ground.
The man to Jake’s right was close to firing his gun when Jake rotated to his left and stepped into the man’s forward movement. Jake hooked his right arm between the man’s right arm and body, using the force of his turn to aim the gun back at the attacker. When Jake had the man to his back, he jerked his head backwards, into the man’s nose and face. He heard and felt the gun discharge behind him. Jake withdrew his right arm, continued his spin and jabbed his left elbow into the man’s left temple. As his second attacker loosened and began to fall, Jake drew his weapon and placed the end of the barrel in the center of the next man’s chest, and pulled the trigger.
He glanced at Honi. Four men lay on, or were falling to, the sidewalk. Her hands and arms were a blur. The customs agent had already fired his weapon once at a man to Jake’s right, but the shot was not well placed. The man was wounded but not down. The attacker fired back and hit the customs agent in the left base of his neck, blood spraying out in front of him. Jake pivoted and swung his gun up to the attacker’s face and pulled the trigger. He felt a bullet tear through the skin of his upper left arm from the back. He shot another attacker on the outside of the group. The two remaining men turned and ran. Jake looked around, trying to assess where the next threat would be. The Japanese businessmen were gone. Honi was down, not moving. The customs agent was lying on his side, blood pouring from his neck and mouth.
Jake pulled his cell phone out and speed dialed the bureau car driver.
“Agents down. 911, now.”
He felt dizzy as he slumped to the sidewalk. That’s when he saw the blood running down his right side. He watched in a dazed state as the bureau car flew across the park. The lights and siren were going The car weaved between the trees. People scattered in every direction. He was breathing heavily as weakness overcame him.
Is this when someone watches me die? he wondered. Then everything faded to black.
* * *
A beeping machine woke Jake. He looked around the small room. Briggs sat in the only chair watching him.
“Good. You’re awake.”
“Agent Badger?”
Briggs lips drew tight. “We have to wait and see. The customs agent was pronounced dead at the scene.”
Jake closed his eyes. Losing a fellow agent was an unfortunate reality of the job. The problem was you never got used to it, and you never really got over it. Somehow you had to figure out how to live with it. He refocused on Honi.
“How bad is she hurt?”
Briggs held up a plastic evidence bag with a feathered dart inside. “This was embedded in the left side of your suit collar. It’s the only reason Agent Badger is still alive. It gave us a sample of the poison. She had a dart, just like this one, stuck in her back.”
Jake breathed out and slumped back in the hospital bed. “There was a second team.”
“Behind you, from all indications. They didn’t want to be seen. Compressed air dart guns don’t draw much attention, especially in the middle of a gunfight.”
“The two Japanese guys?”
“Vanished.”
“Any IDs on the guys who attacked us?”
“Oh yeah. Fingerprints and facial recognition came through. That’s where it gets interesting. They were all Bratva, Russian mob.”
Jake frowned. “How did the Russian mob get tied to two Japanese businessmen with regular passports but theoretical diplomatic immunity? What happened couldn’t have been a coincidence.”
“No. We don’t think it was, but right now the whole thing is one giant puzzle. As soon as you can manage it, I want you working on solving that puzzle.” Briggs checked his watch. “I’m having both you and Agent Badger airlifted to Walter Reed. I want both of you near Washington, where you belong, not in New York. I’ll see you there.”
Two nurses came in and started prepping him for the transfer, as two FBI agents stood guard by the door. Well, he thought. At least no one had to watch me die. Just let Honi live. I’d give anything not to have her die.
* * *
The helicopter flight was noisy, rough and exhausting. Shortly after he arrived, an Army doctor came into his room carrying X-rays. He snapped them onto the light panel, placed a recorder on the table next to Jake’s bed and turned it on.
“You’re very lucky. Bullet entered your right rib cage between the fifth and sixth ribs, followed the ribs around under the intercostal membrane of your chest, and lodged next to the fifth thoracic vertebra.”
“So I’ve got a bullet next to my spine?”
“Yes. The good news is that it didn’t sever the intercostal nerve, but it is putting pressure on that nerve and shutting down all nerve conduction.”
“Meaning?”
“It’s blocking the pain you would normally be feeling with an injury such as this.”
“Operable?” Jake asked as the seriousness of his wound gradually sunk in.
“With some difficulty, yes. It’ll take between four and five hours. We need your consent to proceed.”
“Where do I sign?”
“I assume you’re right-handed?”
Jake nodded.
“You’re right arm isn’t going to work well enough to sign anything, hence the recorder. I need clear verbal consent and a statement that you understand the risks.”
After going through all of the details and associated risks, Jake gave his consent.
“Great. I’ll see you in the operating room in about half an hour, though I doubt you’ll remember being there.”
Jake felt helpless and without control again. He wasn’t going to die from this, but would it be an injury in the line of duty that would force him into disability and retirement. He fought against the anxiety that rose within his chest as a nurse injected something into his IV line. Within seconds he relaxed and closed his eyes.
* * *
Jake woke up groggy. As soon as his mind cleared he pressed the nurse call button.
“Agent Badger,” he said. “Is she?”
“She’s down the hall.”
“Take me to her.”
“That’s not a good idea, you need your rest. She…”
“Either you take me there or I crawl there. Decide.” He was in no mood for a debate.
The nurse blinked several times and pursed her lips. “I’ll get a wheelchair.”
As she wheeled him down the hall, Jake spotted two FBI agents at the doorway to his room, one at the nurse’s station and one at each end of the hall. Two agents, NSA he assumed, stood at the door to Agent Badger’s room.
He felt panicked when he saw her. She was unconscious and on a breathing machine, its sound rhythmically pulsating. His fear of another devastating loss flooded back into his mind. His breathing rate increased.
“It’s just a precaution,” the nurse said. “The less energy she has to put into breathing, the more she has available to fight the poison.”
“Move me over next to her.”
Now close to the bed, he reached out and held her hand. There was no response, but at least she felt warm. A few minutes later the doctor entered the room.
“Is there a problem?” he asked.
“Not as long as I can stay here. How long is she going to be…like this?”
“Right now we are still flushing the toxin out of her system. Maybe tomorrow we can make a change. The blood tests will give us that answer.”
Jake looked at the doctor, trying to force the question out of his mouth.
“Normally, she would have a fifty-fifty chance of surviving, but with her small body size, the dose of toxin was large by comparison. Right now her chance of surviving is around thirty percent, but she impresses me as a fighter, so maybe she’ll make it.”
She’s a fighter, alright, he thought. Briggs had told him she had killed six large men with her bare hands before she went down. She was hitting all twelve master meridian points, half second each target. Six large guys in three seconds: That had to be some kind of record.
He sat there, next to her through the rest of the day, holding her hand. He didn’t look at the food the nurse brought in. He focused only on her. Later that evening, the nurse wheeled his bed in next to Honi’s. The nurse helped him into his bed. He spent the night holding her hand.
In the morning, Dr. Rosen entered the room and pulled up a chair close to him.
“How is she doing?”
“They took her off breathing support early this morning. She’s breathing on her own.”
“How are you doing?”
“I can’t handle losing another one.”
“You said you didn’t see her as a partner. She was with a different agency.”
“Yeah,” Jake said quietly. “That changed the instant I saw her lying on the sidewalk, not moving. She…she just seemed so formidable, you know? I didn’t think anything could ever happen to her.”
“And now?”
“I keep thinking of how my father, and grandfathers, have sacrificed so much, and I see her lying there. I see her willingness to make whatever sacrifice is needed to do her job.”
“Just like you?”
Jake looked back at her.
“You’re not the only one. I talk with hundreds of agents who struggle with the same feelings of dedication and sacrifice. You spoke of destiny before. I want you to know there is no such thing. You are not destined to die doing your job. I don’t believe she is either.
“I also counsel Secret Service agents, who are trained to throw themselves in front of bullets to save our political leaders. The inner struggle between dedication, sacrifice and survival is extremely powerful. No one comes through that without having issues. It’s okay to be afraid of death, as long as you can still function and do your job. That’s why we have our sessions. I need to be sure you’re not frozen when the situation becomes critical.”
“Yesterday, during the battle…I wasn’t afraid. It was only when I saw her…”
“I know you’re not afraid of death for yourself. That’s not the issue that concerns me. I need to know that your fear of losing another partner isn’t going to get you killed.”
A soft moan came from Honi. He jerked and stared at her. She moved slightly.
“Nurse!” Jake screamed. “Nurse!”
She’s back! Relief flooded through his body.
Dr. Rosen reached across, gripped Jake’s arm. “We’ll talk more later this week.”

CHAPTER 5

Honi’s room was filled with doctors and nurses. Jake had been unceremoniously pushed to the side of the room. He saw Honi open her eyes for the first time since the battle two days ago. She looked around, her eyes locked on his. He tried to get a read on her state of mind, but her expression was a blank.
Both Jake and Honi needed more tests run. After two hours of being poked, prodded and CAT-scanned, he was returned to his own room. The numbness, created by the bullet’s pressure on the nerve in his back, had left, leaving him in pain. This was the first time he’d actually been shot. The stiffness and soreness in his body made moving difficult. It seemed like everything hurt, but some places were in a lot more pain than others. I guess being shot isn’t supposed to be easy.
At his request, a nurse pushed him in a wheel chair to visit Honi. Her boss, Ellington was talking with her when Jake entered. Ellington glanced at Jake and gave him a nod. He spoke quietly with Honi for a few minutes more and then left. The nurse wheeled Jake over next to Honi and then left the two of them alone.
“How do you feel?” Jake asked.
She grimaced. “Worst headache ever.” She looked him in the eye. “Ellington told me what you did.”
“Look, Agent Badger, I didn’t do anything but my job. I…”
She reached out and touched his arm. “You stood side-by-side with me and fought with everything you had. When I was down, you called in help, immediately. I am so tired of men thinking they have to protect me because of my size, or because I’m a woman. You fought beside me as an equal, you treated me with respect. You didn’t act as if I were fragile.”
“Agent Badger, fragile didn’t ever enter my mind,” Jake said, hoping it sounded believable.
“Nor should it. Which is why you should call me Honi. You’ve earned that right.”
“Agent Ba…”
She held up a finger to stop him.
“Honi.”
She smiled.
“I’m just glad you’re alive.”
“I’m glad we’re both alive. Now we have to get out of here so we can figure out what’s going on and who’s behind this mess.”
Jake smiled. “I’d like that.” He felt so relieved that she was back to her precocious self.
“You better do more than like it. Briggs referred to you as his puzzle master. Ellington told me to feed you all of the intel I can get my hands on. From there you’re supposed to sort everything out and put it into its proper place, like pieces in a jig-saw puzzle.”
“Yeah, about that.” He showed her the watch that ran backwards. “This may be more complicated than we think. According to the man, who died giving this to me, we have 29 days, 11 hours, 6 minutes and…18 seconds before we all die.”
“From what?”
Jake shrugged. “I don’t know. The guy died before he could tell me.”
“Do you believe him?”
He looked at the watch again. “It came from a vice-president of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York. His tox screen was clean, so the guy wasn’t delusional as far as I can determine. He said we were all going to die.”
“All? Does all mean everybody in the city, the country, or worst-case, the planet?”
“I’m thinking everyone in the country. I can’t imagine how everybody on the Earth would die.”
“So you think this is a real threat?”
“In my experience people at that level of authority aren’t plagued by superstition or fantasy, they tend to be very reality-based. Plus, his statement qualifies as a type of death-bed confession, so I believe he is credible. I think the threat is real, until I can prove otherwise.”
“And what exactly do you think the threat is?”
“I wish I knew.”
* * *
Late the following morning Jake and Honi were allowed to leave the hospital under the condition that they didn’t do anything physically strenuous or dangerous for at least the next 48 hours. Honi complained about feeling weak and fatigued. Jake was still stiff and sore.
“You up for a science trip?” Jake asked.
“To see what?”
“I’m not sure. Something new that Dr. Spencer said we should see.”
“Oh, that. Maybe a side trip would do us some good.”
They took a cab to George Washington University.
“Where can I find Dr. Harold Franklin?” Jake asked a student as they entered the Engineering Building.
“Basement, Lab 5.”
Jake knocked on the frosted glass window in the door, but didn’t get a response. He opened the door slowly and looked around. A small man who looked to be about thirty stood furiously writing numbers on a pull-down chalkboard. The man wore a white lab coat smudged with blue and yellow chalk.
“Hello,” Jake said in a loud voice. “Are you Dr. Franklin?”
The man turned quickly and looked at them. “Yes. What class are you in? You don’t look familiar to me.”
Jake chuckled. “We’re not in any class. Dr. Spencer referred us to you. Something about a new development?”
“Oh,” Dr. Franklin replied. “I’m afraid I can’t talk about that. It’s classified.”
Jake and Honi showed him their IDs. “Call your project manager at the Pentagon,” she said.
“How did you know he…” Dr. Franklin glanced at her ID again. “NSA. Of course you would know.” After a short phone conversation Dr. Franklin opened a steel door to a secure room. There were no windows and the room was covered, walls, ceiling and floor with copper mesh.
“Faraday shield,” Honi said.
“Most people wouldn’t know what that was,” Dr. Franklin replied. “How did you…?”
“I work inside three of them. But ours are built into the walls and floors.”
“Of course they are.”
Honi turned to Jake. “Faraday shields stop all electronic signals from entering or leaving the enclosed area. That’s why your cell phone wouldn’t work inside the NSA building day before yesterday.”
“Okay,” Jake replied. He turned to Dr. Franklin. “What’s this new development?”
“It’s called Project HAICS. The actual device is in Arizona, being loaded onto a rocket. By next week it will be in orbit. This is a scale model of the antenna.”
Jake frowned as he looked at it. “I’m thinking this part is the antenna?” He pointed to a central straight rod.
“Partially,” Dr. Franklin replied. “This entire assembly is the transmitting antenna. The receiving antenna is a three mile long wire that will point down toward the earth.”
The antenna was exotic and strange. It had a single rod pointing out from the center. Around that were 24 curved rods that extended from a ring near the base of the main box in a tulip shape. Outside of that was a gold mesh spaced evenly from the tulip-shaped rods.
“I’ve seen parabolic antennas before,” Jake said. “But this can’t be anything like that.”
“It isn’t. In a regular antenna, you have one active element and sometimes a reflector. The HAICS unit has 25 active elements, or antennas, plus the mesh you see is the reflector.”
“But that will reflect the radio signal back on itself,” Jake said. “Why?”
Dr. Franklin smiled. “That is what I call the ‘watermelon seed effect.’”
“So, what does it do?” Honi asked. “What is HAICS?”
“I developed this system for Project SETI.”
“The Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence?”
“Yes. Advanced civilizations have to be able to communicate over vast distances. Ordinary radio waves are way too slow to be of any practical value in deep space. So I started with the premise that such an interstellar communication system must already exist. I just needed to figure out how the existing system actually worked.”
“And this is…” Honi said.
“Project HAICS, the Hyper-Accelerated Interstellar Communications System.”
“But that would mean the radio waves would have to travel faster than the speed of light,” Jake said. “And we know they don’t.”
“Until now,” Dr. Franklin said. He touched the center rod. “The increasing radio wave leaves the central rod, propagated out at right angles to the antenna. Sideways, if you will. The same thing happens from each of the 24 curved antennas, but with the opposite electrical polarity. The mesh is more than one tenth of a wavelength away from the curved antenna, so the signal is reflected and focused inward, rather than outward. The result is that the electromagnetic wave from the center antenna is the same polarity as the field from the curved antennas. So, as you noted, the signal is reflected back onto itself. You can’t destroy the electromagnetic field, but you can compress and concentrate it. As we do that, the signal is concentrated into a torus. But it has to go somewhere, doesn’t it?”
“A torus?”
Dr. Franklin gave Jake a frustrated look. “A three dimensional shape, similar to an inflated inner tube. Essentially donut-shaped.”
“Ah. Because of the curved antennas, the force isn’t applied evenly, is it?”
“No, it isn’t. Instead of moving perpendicular to the central, main rod, like it normally would, the electromagnetic wave is forced to move parallel to it, and is accelerated beyond the speed of light in the process. It’s like squeezing a watermelon seed between your fingers, at some point the sideward force of your fingers results in a linear acceleration and forward movement of the seed. Same thing happens here.”
“So the signal is ejected at a speed faster than the speed of light?” Jake asked.
“By a factor of a thousand. This is the radio version of a laser beam.”
“Doesn’t that make the signal really stretched out?”
“Yes, it does. What you end up with is a signal with a very high frequency, but an extremely long wavelength.”
“And everything we have known about radio waves…”
“The higher the frequency is, the shorter the wavelength will be. Every radio we have ever made has matched the antenna to the wavelength, and the radio transmitter and receiver to the frequency.”
“So if this Interstellar Communications System really is in use, we would have to match a very long receiving antenna to a high frequency receiver. Otherwise we wouldn’t hear anything?”
“Which is what I did three years ago,” Dr. Franklin said. “Extreme Low Frequency antenna matched to a High Frequency receiver.”
“And?” Honi asked.
Dr. Franklin grinned. “There’s a lot of interstellar radio traffic out there. We’re still working on deciphering it, but sometime next week, we’ll be able to say ‘HI’ to our galactic neighbors.”
“If you don’t know what the others are saying, how are you going to say ‘HI’?” Honi asked.
“PI. The ratio of the diameter of a circle to its circumference. The one universal constant everyone has got to know.”
“Three point one-four-one five nine, etcetera?” Honi asked.
“Sent in pulses, yes.”
“So there’s really life out there?”
“The galaxy is teeming with intelligent life. It’s time we joined our neighbors in the interstellar community.”
* * *
“Well,” Honi said on their way out of the Engineering Building. “That was at least entertaining. I just don’t see how it’s relevant to our investigation.”
“It probably isn’t. After both of us being in the hospital, I just thought we could use a small break. In most crimes we have a limited set of people involved — family, friends, neighbors and business associates. That small set of players limits the possibilities and defines what’s relevant and what isn’t. In a criminal investigation with international connections, like this one has, it’s like solving a large jig-saw puzzle, but with several non-related puzzles thrown into one large pile of pieces. We can’t tell what’s actually relevant and what isn’t, until we get closer to the end of the investigation.”
“So in this investigation we have a vehicular homicide, international money laundering, and a connection to illegal gun-running, terrorists, the murder of a federal customs agent and the attempted murder of both of us,” Honi said.
“Plus the sudden and unexplained cooperation of competing criminal cartels, a connection to Asian gold and fraudulent gold bearer bonds that runs back to early World War Two, not to mention the strange watch. Add to that the apparent large-scale involvement of several of the world’s central banks in criminal activity and financing terrorism, and we have more information than we can wrap our arms around.”
“So how do we sort it all out?”
“My basic premise is that a piece of information is relevant until I can prove it isn’t.”
“But doesn’t that make the investigation overly complex?”
“Sometimes, but if I disregard a critical piece of evidence early on in the process just because I may think it’s not relevant, I may never solve the case.”
“And you always solve your cases?”
“Pretty much, yeah, I do.”
“Okay, so what’s next?”
“We’re back to rule number one — follow the money.”
Honi contacted her team at the NSA.
“Brett, what have you got for me?”
“Hey. I’ve been coordinating with Tracy. Part of the money went through a dozen banks and then to an account used by the Yakuza, the Japanese mob. They, in turn, contracted with the Russian Mob to intercept you guys. Phone plot shows they’re definitely connected. Nasty bunch of people, if you ask me. So glad you’re okay.”
“There was a second hit team behind us, anything on them?” Honi asked.
“Not much, but from the video surveillance they’re probably Yakuza — fits their MO.”
“So where did the bulk of the money go?”
“Most of the money went to two of the wealthiest families in Japan. From there it was turned into cash.”
“Two billion into cash?”
“Yep. That’s two pallets of hundred dollar bills. Not the first time either, monthly thing from the looks of the records.”
“They wanted the money in US hundred dollar bills? In Japan? What are they doing with that much cash?”
“No clue, but that’s where it went.”
“Thanks, Brett.” She hung up.
Jake looked at the expression on her face. “What happened?”
“Two wealthy Japanese families turned the money into US hundred dollar bills.”
“Two billion? Then where?”
“We don’t know. Once it leaves a bank account, it falls off our system. There’s no way to trace it.”
“That may not be entirely true. Each bill has a unique serial number. We need to talk with Ken Bartholomew.” When Jake called, Ken suggested they meet at the Treasury Department.
* * *
“This is the machine I wanted you to see,” Ken said. “Each piece of currency, except the one dollar bill, has a magnetic strip embedded in the rag linen. If you hold it up to the light you can see the shadow of the strip. It says USA and the denomination. What most people don’t realize is that each denomination has a specific magnetic signature, which is very difficult to duplicate. The magnetic signature is the one critical test that allows us to separate real currency from counterfeit bills. This machine reads the magnetic signature.”
“Okay,” Jake said. “The two billion that just got turned into US hundred dollar bills in Japan. What happens with that?”
“Eventually it works its way back to us, through foreign banks, and then to this machine. In the states, we can track cash by the serial number. It leaves one account and eventually enters another account. We don’t know exactly what happens to it in between, but when it re-enters the banking system, we can find it and re-verify that it’s real.”
“What about outside of the United States?” Honi asked.
“That’s where we have our greatest problem. Most counterfeit currency enters the market through foreign banks, which don’t have the equipment to verify that what they have is real currency. We know the currency is real when it leaves the country or a major bank in the world. We can track it by serial number. The problem is that when it returns, and goes through this machine, more and more of the currency is counterfeit.”
“Why is that happening?” Honi asked.
“Counterfeiters can make a hundred dollar bill for about a buck a piece, in large quantities. The trick is exchanging it for real currency, or depositing it in a bank, without getting caught. Once they have real currency, they’re home free. Matching serial numbers helps counterfeiters do that. When the currency gets back to this machine, we often get three or four bills with the same real serial number on them, but the magnetic strip fails the test.”
“So how much currency is actually counterfeit?” Honi asked.
“Here in the states? One in ten thousand bills is counterfeit.”
“And overseas?”
“We’re seeing a dramatic swell in the volume of counterfeit bills. We used to detect two to four percent coming in from foreign banks, now it’s nearing forty percent.”
“Forty percent?” Honi exclaimed. “What the hell is going on?”
“We suspect it is a coordinated attack on our currency, but we can’t figure out why criminal cartels, like the Yakuza and the Russian Bratva, who normally fight with each other for control, would now be cooperating. It just doesn’t make sense.”
“Have you contacted other countries to see if they are experiencing the same thing?” Jake asked.
“No.”
“You should. I think you’ll find this is happening to every major country around the world.”
“You suspect something. What is it?”
Jake glanced at the watch on his wrist. “My guess is that we are all in this together, and time is running out.”

CHAPTER 6

Peter Steinmetz called his son, Robert, on his secure cell phone. “Start buying the gold bars now. Use the funds in the trust account as we discussed. Make sure every bar is drilled and verified before you ship them to the family vault in Chicago. Gradually, over the next ten days, sell all of the family-owned stocks and turn the money into more gold. Buy one-ounce coins, ten and 100-ounce bars if you have to, but see that everything is converted in the next ten days.”
This was the culmination of decades of planning and preparation. Timing was critical. The world is over-populated with fools and morons, and soon, in 28 precious days, they would either find their proper place at the bottom of the power structure, or they would pay the price their ignorance had purchased and die, with no grave in sight.
He faced the framed quotation on his wall, from Paradise Lost by John Milton.
Here at least we shall be free; the Almighty hath not built
Here for his envy, will not drive us hence:
Here we may reign secure, and in my choice
To reign is worth ambition though in Hell:
Better to reign in Hell, than serve in Heaven.


* * *
“You suggested I check with other countries about counterfeit currency,” Ken said. “You were right. Massive amounts of counterfeit currency are showing up all over the world. The other strange thing is that 400-ounce gold bars are selling out across the globe. It’s driving the price of gold up rapidly, and the gold is being purchased with cash. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”
“Do you think those two things are connected?” Jake asked.
“I believe they are. What puzzles me is, this can’t be happening on this scale without the involvement of the major international banks. The exchanges that sell the gold bars have the machines to verify the cash is real. They would spot a fake bill immediately. My take on it is that huge amounts of counterfeit cash are being quietly swapped out by large international banks for real currency, which is then used to buy the gold bars. The transactions are virtually untraceable.”
“Why are they using their money to buy gold?”
“Gold has intrinsic value. Its worth is based primarily on its rarity. Paper money doesn’t have any real value in and of itself.”
“So where is the gold going?”
“No idea,” Ken said.
“But wouldn’t the international banks have to reveal the amount of bad currency they have, eventually?”
“Yes, they would. But eventually could run for years, or decades even, especially the way the oversight system works. By then, who knows?”
Jake looked at the countdown watch on his wrist. In 28 days, bad currency may be the least of our problems.
* * *
Honi and Jake entered the NSA building and walked over to the elevator. “I got a call from Major Stafford early this morning. He said the army had been tracking terrorists, based on GPS chips in the newer cell phones. He suggested we include phones used within three minutes at the same location, as if it were the same person or connection in our phone plot.”
“That’s actually a brilliant insight,” Jake said. “I’m impressed. I like working with him.”
“I do, too, which is why I thought we should join him today.”
“Yeah. I’m good with that.”
The elevator door opened and they hurried over to area 4.
“Brett, making any progress on my special project?”
“Oh, hey. Major Bob Stafford’s GPS connection was a good idea. I’ve had to restructure several of our search functions, and I modified the display code to present the GPS connections in a 3D format. It’s slow going, but this is where we are at the moment. I’m sending it over to the big screen on the wall, otherwise it’s too small to read.”
As they approached the large screen, the phone connection plots were in red, and in some places, in orange. The plots appeared in 14 layers, viewed from a side angle, where they could see the intricate pattern of each layer.
“The vertical lines are the GPS connections. I broke them down into four groups, which are displayed in yellow, blue, green and purple,” Brett said. “We’re only 44 hours back in the timestamps, but a pattern is emerging. Yellow is for military-to-military connections. Blue is for military-to-political connections, works the other way around too, political-to-military, same color. Green is for military-to-corporate connections. Purple is for military-to-academic connections.”
“What are all the white lines?” Honi asked. “They seem to be cross-connected to everything.”
“I need to pick more colors,” Brett replied. “When I identify what type of organization is involved, I color-code the GPS connections. Right now, there’s still a lot I don’t know.”
“This looks like it’s going to take a long time,” Jake said.
“Oh it is,” Brett replied. “I’m already getting complaints about the processor time this project is chewing up.”
“Don’t worry about that,” Honi said. “The orange is still for phones in other countries?”
“Always,” Brett replied. “And the bright red over here is for known terrorist organizational contacts.”
“If I’m seeing what I think I’m seeing,” Jake said. “We could be looking at a global criminal network deeply embedded into, and corrupting, every power structure on the planet. We’re going to need a lot more help.”
Honi pulled her phone out and dialed. “Deputy Director Ellington, it’s Honi. I’ve got Brett, B6, area 4, working on a special project. It needs to be priority one. He’s going to need more processing resources and twenty more technicians.” She looked at Jake as she waited. “Yes, sir, Agent Hunter is onto something.” She looked back at the large screen as more and more lines appeared. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” She clicked off and put her phone away. “Stafford gave us a good lead. Speaking of which, we need to go.”
* * *
Major Stafford had asked Jake and Honi to join him at Fort Belvoir for the rest of the day, indicating it was critical to their investigation.
“So what does Stafford need us for?” Jake asked as he drove to the army base.
“He didn’t say, exactly, but he thinks it ties into the criminal organization we’re after. Army MPs raided the machining companies early this morning, but found nothing. It sounds like there’s a mole in his office because everything incriminating was removed from the machine shops last night.”
Honi stared out the side window of the car, organizing her thoughts. “I’ve never met anyone like you before.”
“Well, the feeling is mutual. You’re totally unique in my experience of women.”
“So you’re well experienced with women?” she asked, a sly grin on her face.
He blushed. “Not exactly what I meant.”
She smiled at his embarrassment. “I’ve met some really tough people in this business. They think not caring makes them strong, but it just seems more rigid to me. You’re not like that. You’re more flexible, more caring. I like that about you.”
Jake paused for a moment, watching the road in front of them.
“I know that some people get into law enforcement because it gives them power over other people, and that feeling of power makes them feel important.” He glanced to each side and looked in the rear view mirror. “Frankly, I don’t see a lot of difference between the bureaucrats and agents I know, and the members of the criminal operation we’re investigating. To me, it’s just a matter of degrees and sides. They’re essentially the same kind of people, just with slightly different motivations and ethics.”
“You include me in that list?”
He looked at her. “No. Why would you ask?”
“I can read most people fairly well. You, not so much. You’re still a mystery to me. I actually find that challenging…and intriguing.”
“So I’m challenging?”
“In an intriguing sort of way.”
“I don’t see the world in an us-versus-them framework. We’re all just people. Yeah, there are some bad people out there and I do want to see them in prison. But there are also a lot of others out there. People who just don’t think things through. I try to take people based on their intentions as well as their actions−like two sides of the same coin. Good people sometimes do bad things, but without an evil intent. I think those people need a break. They need a second chance. When bad people act on their evil intentions, the full weight of the law needs to come down on them like a truck load of bricks.”
“See? That’s the intriguing part. I think you care about me, but not in a romantic kind of way. As I said in the hospital, you respect me and treat me as an equal. That’s important to me. You don’t go all macho and try to protect me. I respect that a lot.”
“Yeah, about that.”
She looked at him, obviously intrigued.
“I still struggle with that. I’m working with Dr. Rosen, the department shrink. I’ve lost two partners in the line of duty.”
“That’s hard, I know.”
“My last partner, Eric Hayden, was shot in the neck during a raid on an Albanian cartel three weeks ago. He bled out before anyone could get to him.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”
“My concern isn’t because you’re a woman, it’s about losing another partner. I’d feel the same way about a guy partner.”
She studied him for a minute. “I can accept that. It still works for me. Does it help that I’m not actually a partner for you?”
“Yeah. That does help. In a way, I don’t want this to end. I enjoy working with you.”
“I’m getting to enjoy it, too.”
* * *
Jake and Honi stopped at the front gate to Fort Belvoir and presented their IDs.
“Agents Hunter and Badger, Major Stafford is waiting at the airfield. Here’s a map he left for you. Follow the main road here for the next mile. Your first turn will be on the right as you reach the water tower.”
“Thank you, corporal,” Jake said.
Twenty minutes later they arrived at a giant hanger with a C-130 cargo plane warming up its engines on the tarmac nearby. Jake hardly recognized Major Stafford standing there. The mustache and beard were gone; he was clean-shaven and in uniform. His hat covered his bald head.
“Thank you for doing this,” Stafford yelled over the sound of the engines. “I hitched a ride for us.”
“Where are we going?”
“Fort Hood, Killeen, Texas. This way we bypass the gate security.”
“Why are we going there?”
“There’s more going on in your investigation than gun-running. Something much more serious, and I’m convinced the same people are involved.”
“And the more serious aspect?”
“It’s better if I show you.” He handed them ear protection and waved them up the ramp at the back of the plane. The central section of the cargo bay was filled with huge crates. Jake and Honi followed Major Stafford down the narrow edge of the plane and settled into fold-down seats attached to the side wall. Four long hours later they arrived in Texas.
The back ramp lowered. Jake and Honi followed Major Stafford out of the plane. Stafford stopped as soon as he stepped off the ramp. Jake and Honi nearly ran into him. An Army Captain blocked the way. With him were six Army Military Police, helmets on and M-16 rifles pointed at them. What the hell? Jake thought. The three of them stood still as the noise of the engines wound down.
“Captain, what are you doing?” Stafford said in a loud, firm voice.
“Following orders, sir. General Teague, the Base Commander, has declared you, and anyone with you, persona non grata. You are not allowed on this base, sir.”
“Do you know who I am, Captain?”
“Yes, sir. You are Army Major Bob Stafford, sir, persona non grata.”
Honi reached for her ID.
“Don’t do that, ma’am,” the Captain shouted as he drew his sidearm and aimed at her.
“It’s just my ID, Captain.”
“Put it away, ma’am. I don’t care what your ID says. You are persona non grata.”
This sure took a nasty turn in a hurry, Jake thought. “So what now, Captain. Do you arrest us, or just shoot us?” Time to push back a little.
“That’s up to you, sir. You can get back on that plane and leave, which is my personal recommendation. If you attempt to enter this base, my orders are to shoot you.”
“So do we just stand here and put our hands up?”
“Not necessary, sir.”
Jake took a step forward. The army Captain aimed his sidearm at Jake.
“Agent Hunter,” Stafford said firmly. “You’re dealing with soldiers trained to kill other people. They are not like civilians. Don’t take another step forward or he will shoot you.”
“That’s good advice,” the Captain said. “I strongly suggest you take it. When the cargo is unloaded, get back on the plane and leave.”
“Captain, do you have any idea how much trouble you are in?” Stafford said.
“None, sir, I’m following a direct order from my commanding officer, General Teague.”
Stafford slowly looked over at Jake and Honi. “Don’t move. We’re leaving as soon as the cargo is unloaded.”
Jake and Honi nodded in agreement. Half an hour later the C-130 was clear of crates and refueled. Stafford, Jake and Honi slowly climbed the ramp, which closed behind them.
“What the hell was that all about?” Honi yelled.
“What did you drag us into the middle of?” Jake demanded.
Stafford held his hands up, palms facing toward them. “I know, I know.”
“That idiot almost shot me!” Jake screamed. “I’m in no mood to be shot twice in the same week!”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t anticipate anything like this. I’m really sorry.”
“I can’t believe that members of our own military were ready to shoot us,” Honi said in an angry voice. “This has to be reported to the authorities!”
“That’s actually the smallest part of the problem,” Stafford said. He looked from Honi to Jake and back again. “There are two things I need to explain. First, the only one who knew where I was going and what I was doing was my commanding officer. I purposely didn’t say anything to you or Agent Hunter about our destination to prevent leaks. If not my commanding officer, who then, exactly, am I supposed to report this to?”
“And the second thing?” Jake asked.
“I came here to investigate a missing nuclear weapon.”
“Swell,” Honi said quietly.
“And this missing nuke is part of our investigation now?” Jake asked.
“Unfortunately, it is.”
The massive engines spooled up as the three passengers took their seats. Major Stafford sat with his head down the entire way back. Once the C-130 landed and the engines shut down, Jake took off his ear protection and looked at Stafford.
“I don’t understand why you wanted us along on this. This should be handled strictly within the army. You have the Criminal Investigation Division. Why involve us?”
“Honestly, I don’t know who I can trust within the army anymore. Apparently, I can’t even trust my own commanding officer. Agent Badger has resources I can’t even dream of accessing on my own. You, Agent Hunter, impress me as having the kind of analytical skills I could only imagine having. The two of you trusted me and helped me with a case you were only marginally connected to. Short version, I trust you.”
“So what’s the deal with Fort Hood? Why there?” Jake asked.
Stafford sighed. “It’s not well known, but Fort Hood is the army’s primary storage facility for nuclear weapons.”
Jake nodded. “Okay, that, at least, makes sense.”
“So let’s go confront your boss,” Honi said.

CHAPTER 7

The following morning, the three of them entered Colonel Jensen’s office. The colonel’s face was etched with anger.
“Colonel, this is FBI Agent Hunter and NSA Agent Badger,” Stafford said. “They were with me yesterday at Fort Hood.”
The colonel looked stiff and unyielding to Jake.
“This is an internal matter,” Colonel Jensen insisted. “We don’t discuss army issues with outsiders, Stafford. You know that!”
“We were nearly shot by our own people, Colonel. You were the only one who knew where I was going and why. Who did you tell?”
Colonel Jensen fumed and glared at Jake and Honi. “I’m not discussing this in front of outsiders!”
“Then I guess I have my answer, don’t I?”
Colonel Jensen glanced around his office, apparently considering the alternatives. He began to calm down. “Do they have the proper security clearances?”
“Both of us have clearances significantly above yours,” Honi replied calmly.
Colonel Jensen looked Stafford in the eyes. “Major, I didn’t tell anyone about your mission. I have no idea how this all went to hell.”
“How long since your office was swept for bugs?” Stafford asked.
“Security sweeps my office at the beginning of every day. It’s clean.”
As Stafford and Jensen continued to stare each other down, Jake noticed Honi was looking at the phone on Jensen’s desk.
“Gentlemen, will you excuse us for a few minutes,” Jake said. Stafford and Jensen seemed not to notice. Jake and Honi left the office and exited the building. They stopped in the center of the parking lot.
“Do you think someone is listening in on the phone?” Jake asked.
“One way to find out.”
She pulled her phone out and connected with Brett at the NSA.
“Hey, what’s up?”
“I need a quiet audio check on a phone.” She gave him the number.
“It’s on. Two guys really aren’t happy with each other. You should hear the language.”
“Thanks, Brett. Don’t mention this to anyone.” She disconnected. “Someone within the NSA was listening in on Colonel Jensen’s phone.”
“Mole?”
“That’s only part of what concerns me. Our new project could be compromised.” She dialed her boss. “Deputy Director Ellington, it’s Honi. I may have screwed up. Brett’s project in B6, area 4, I need a full lock-down on the project. Isolate and polygraph every tech who has been in the room. I need to know everyone who has had access to the data in the project.” She looked at Jake. “Yes, sir, we have a mole. Maybe more than one. I’m sending you a phone number. Can you find out who is listening in?” She disconnected.
“Time to rescue Stafford and let Jensen off the hook?” Jake asked.
“My thoughts precisely. But we need to do it outside.”
They re-entered Colonel Jensen’s office, at which point Stafford and Jensen shut up, but maintained glaring at each other.
“Major Stafford,” Jake said. “This isn’t getting us anywhere. We need to leave.” He tugged at Stafford’s arm and motioned with his head toward the door.
“This isn’t over,” Stafford said, anger still dominating his voice.
When they reached the parking lot, Jake said, “He didn’t do it.”
“How do you know?”
“We know,” Honi replied giving him a knowing look.
“NSA?”
“We could hear your conversation with the Colonel. You should watch what you say.”
“It’s the army — part of a standardized vocabulary.”
“Not really my point.”
Stafford closed his eyes and breathed out. “Now what?”
“Do you know anyone who can get the Colonel out of his office without raising suspicion?” Jake asked.
“I do.”
Ten minutes later they pulled to the curb in Officer Country, the residential section of the base reserved for high ranking army officers.
“Let me go get her. She knows me.”
Jake and Honi watched Stafford walk up the sidewalk and knock on the door. A moment later Mrs. Jensen appeared. Stafford didn’t speak, he just motioned her out of the house and down toward the car. Jake and Honi got out to meet them.
“Eleanor, these are friends of mine, FBI Agent Jake Hunter and NSA Agent Honika Badger.”
They shook hands. Jake and Honi showed her their IDs.
“Mrs. Jensen, I don’t quite know how to explain this, but we believe your husband’s office phone is bugged. Your phone at home may be, as well. We need to get your husband out of his office without whoever is listening knowing that we know about the bug. Can you help us do that?”
Eleanor grinned and her eyes lit up. “Really! Nothing this exciting has happened in decades. Howie and I have code words that we established right after we got married. Haven’t ever used some of them. Well, the serious ones. Where do you need him to go and when?”
“Just the parking lot in front of his office in, say, fifteen minutes?”
“Could I come along?”
“Jensen’s going to be expecting her to be there,” Stafford said.
Honi glanced at Jake. He nodded.
“Sure.”
Eleanor pulled her cell phone out of a small pocket in her dress and speed-dialed her husband.
“Hi honey. When you leave the office I need you to stop by the commissary and pick up a 15-ounce can of green beans for dinner tonight. Would you do that, please?” She waited. “Thanks, honey. I’ll see you then.” She clicked off.
Jake smiled. “Clever. What needs to be done — leave the office, a number for how many minutes and a color for the level of urgency? I assume the smallest size is for immediate action, and you normally don’t refer to each other using ‘honey’?”
Eleanor looked shocked. “I didn’t think our code was that transparent. Do we need better codes?”
“Not necessarily,” Honi said. “Doing that is kind of his thing.”
“Still…”
“Your code is fine, trust me.”
Fifteen minutes later Colonel Jensen walked out of the administration building and spotted his wife. His expression darkened when he saw who was standing next to her.
“What the hell is going on, Stafford?”
“I know you didn’t tell anyone, sir, I trust you completely.”
Colonel Jensen frowned.
“Colonel,” Honi said. “Someone is listening in on your phone.”
“Bullshit! That phone is checked every morning for bugs.”
“Colonel. Can you trust me that somebody is listening to everything that goes on in your office?”
Jensen looked at Honi suspiciously. She nodded.
“Home, too?”
“Probably.”
Jensen looked Stafford in the eyes. They nodded at each other.
“Okay. Now what?” Jensen asked.
“You and Major Stafford need to arrange for sensitive conversations to take place somewhere far away from any phones. That includes any cell phones. At least until we can find out who is doing this, and why,” Jake said.
Colonel Jensen looked at Stafford. “Wouldn’t be a bad policy from this point on, present circumstances notwithstanding.”
“Agreed.”
“We need to keep this need-to-know and as small a group as possible,” Jake said.
“And we still need to get into Fort Hood and examine those records,” Stafford said. “I’ll take an armored column in there if I have to.”
Colonel Jensen grinned. “You’ve learned the army way, Stafford — projection of power. But if you ever want to make Lt. Colonel, you need to learn projection of people. Eleanor and I will take care of the arrangements. I want you and the CID team ready to enter the front gate to Fort Hood at 0800 hours, tomorrow morning. Meanwhile, Eleanor and I have to invite someone out to dinner.”
* * *
Jake and Honi entered area 4 of the sixth basement level of the NSA building.
“Damn,” Brett said with a strong hint of admiration in his voice. “You sure stirred up the hornet’s nest!”
“So what happened?”
“Three technicians failed their polygraph, plus one tried to run. He’s being held in the security office. One or more of them have broken security, so whoever is implicated as a suspect in our phone plot may know we’re on to them.”
Honi raised her eyebrows.
“Yes, it’s that serious. Our new project is now triple password protected, which rotates every hour through a manually disseminated list. Deputy Director Ellington personally delivers the list.”
Jake and Honi returned to the security office on the ground floor. As they entered, Sebastian Pettigrew stood, a grim expression on his face.
“FBI Special Agent Hunter. Somehow, I figured you’d be the one to show up. I’ve got two people in custody, each in a different interview room. One’s the technician who tried to run from the polygraph. The other is his old supervisor, who, according to Ellington, didn’t have access privileges to your new project, but got in, anyway.”
“You know about the new project?” Honi asked.
Pettigrew nodded. “You know how this place works. With the security shakeup, everybody in the building knows there’s a new project.”
Honi’s shoulders dropped and she furrowed her brow. “It would have taken longer if I’d simply painted a target on it.”
Pettigrew chuckled. “Agent Hunter, I assume you want to interview the technician first?”
“Yes. I need as much information as I can get before I confront the supervisor.”
Pettigrew handed Jake the files on the two people and led them back to the first interview room. Jake quickly reviewed the file on the first suspect, Giles Svensen, looking for anything he could use as leverage. He wasn’t married, no children, no family to speak of, so, many of the usual ways of emotionally leaning on people weren’t available with this guy. Jake and Honi entered and sat at the small table opposite the technician.
Jake flipped through Giles’ file again and studied his ID card, which was clipped to his shirt pocket. Jake pulled out his FBI ID and badge pack and plopped it down on the table in front of Giles, who stared at it and began breathing more rapidly. That’s a good sign, Jake thought. Fear.
“Mr. Giles Svensen, you are being held for violation of the National Security Act. Do you have any family we need to notify?”
Svensen shook his head.
“Do you have a girlfriend?”
Svensen blinked twice before he shook his head.
So, a lie, Jake thought. He’s emotionally involved with someone. His supervisor, maybe?
Do you have any pets at home? A cat, maybe?”
Svensen suddenly looked up at Jake. “How…How did you know that?”
“There’s a small amount of gray cat hair on your shirt. I don’t want your cat to starve. I can take it to a shelter.” The guy seems to be mostly a loner with very limited emotional bonds. So who does he care more about? His supervisor, or his cat?
“But I…”
“You aren’t going back home, Mr. Svensen. You’ll never see your cat again. You’re going to prison for the rest of your life.”
“You don’t have any proof that I did anything wrong, you can’t…”
“You ran. That’s actus rea, the act of a guilty person. Plus, you have mens rea, a guilty mind, knowledge of wrong doing. I can see it all over your face. You also gave your old supervisor the password to the project you were sent in to work on, in a different department. That’s also a violation of the National Security Act.”
The shock was starting to settle into Svensen’s face and body. He was beginning to tremble. Not a criminal master mind, Jake thought. It looks like he cares more about the cat than he does about his supervisor. Time to push him closer to the edge.
“I just hope they don’t euthanize your cat at the shelter. That would be a shame. What’s your cat’s name?”
Svensen glanced around the room. Looking for a way out, Jake thought.
“Scooter,”
“What kind of cat is Scooter?”
“He’s a gray tabby.”
“Like the cat on TV with the cat food?”
“Yes. He looks just like the cat on TV.”
Time to make him choose between his cat and his supervisor.
“Look,” Jake said in an understanding tone. “I don’t want anything to happen to Scooter. I can help Scooter out, but you have to help me out, too. You understand?”
Svensen nodded rapidly, tears welling up in his eyes. “What do you want to know?”
“I need to know everything about your old supervisor, Sylvia Cuthbert. How you passed information to her, how you got into this mess in the first place, how long this has been going on. Everything. Plus, you’ll have to testify against her in court.”
“You’ll take care of Scooter?”
Bingo, Jake thought. “I’ll take very good care of Scooter. I love cats too. If you give me permission to search your apartment, I can get Scooter help right away.”
“Okay.”
An hour later Jake and Honi walked out into the hall.
“So how did you get a read on him so fast?” Honi asked.
“Single guy, your basic loner, with limited social connections. Only two emotional-based things in his life. His supervisor and his cat. One or the other was going to be the stronger emotional bond. I figured he would care more for his cat than he did for his supervisor.”
“Good call. Now for Cuthbert. How do you see her?”
“Probably come off tough as nails, but she’s got nowhere to go. With the testimony of Svensen, we’ve got her. She just needs to understand that.”
They entered the interview room and sat down. Jake could see what Giles Svensen saw in her. He plopped his ID and badge pack in front of her. The FBI badge was heavy, so it made quite a thump on the table, demanding her attention.
“Giles Svensen has been arrested,” Jake said. “He’s being charged with multiple counts of violating the National Security Act. What can you tell me about him?”
She looked tense, untrusting. “Well, he’s worked for me about three years now. He’s always done a good job. I had no idea he was, you know, violating security. That comes as a complete shock to me.”
“Did you know he had a cat?”
She broke eye contact briefly and then looked back at Jake. “A cat? He had a cat? No, I didn’t know. How odd.”
Her first lie, Jake thought. “Did he make any suggestive remarks or advances toward you?”
“Advances?”
“You know.”
“No, not that I recall.”
“Did he make any contact with you outside of work?”
“Like ask me out on a date? That kind of thing?”
“Anything, phone call, note, birthday card?”
“Nothing comes to mind.”
Cool and evasive, Jake thought. She’s the one in charge of the relationship.
“Ever bump into him accidently at a public function?”
“I’d have to think about that, it doesn’t seem like it, but it could have happened without my noticing it.”
They heard a gentle knock on the door. Honi got up and answered. Pettigrew handed her several sheets of paper and then closed the door. She glanced through the sheets and handed them to Jake. He took several minutes to go through the list on the sheets. It was the inventory list compiled by the FBI forensic team that executed the search warrant on her apartment. The three things he was looking for were on the list: a small amount of gray cat hair, tying her to Giles Svensen, a burner cell phone not authorized by the NSA, and a watch that ran backwards. She’s connected to the criminals we’re investigating, he realized. She’s a spy. Jake took his ID pack and put it back in his pocket. He looked at her watch. It was a typical lady’s watch.
“That’s a nice watch,” Jake said. “May I see it?”
Sylvia extended her arm across the table. Jake held her hand and pulled her a little closer. He examined the watch and looked over at her.
“At least it doesn’t run backwards.”
She jerked slightly. He tightened his grip and whipped the handcuffs out from the back of his belt and snapped them around her left wrist. He stood and came around the table.
“Stand up.”
She stood slowly.
“Sylvia Cuthbert, you are under arrest for violation of the National Security Act of 1947.”
He finished placing her in handcuffs.
“You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to talk to a lawyer and have him or her present with you while you are being questioned. If you cannot afford to hire a lawyer, one will be appointed to represent you. Do you understand these rights?”
Sylvia simply stared back at him.
“Having these rights in mind, do you wish to talk to us now?”
She stood silently, her gaze fixed on a spot on the wall.
“Now’s your chance,” Jake said softly. “It’s only going to get worse from this point on.”
“I want my lawyer.”
“Yeah, about that. I’m afraid that is going to take a while.”
“But you said…”
“Sylvia Cuthbert, you are also under arrest for treason and conspiring with terrorists under the Patriot Act of 2001. You will be held in solitary confinement and without communications of any kind until the Government of the United States no longer deems you an eminent threat to the security of this nation. You can talk with me now, or later. Now will be much more pleasant for you.”
“Enhanced interrogation?”
“Is definitely on the table.”
She looked deeply shaken, breathing rapidly.
“I’ll tell you what. You think about it overnight. We won’t start until tomorrow morning.”
Jake opened the door. Pettigrew took Cuthbert by the arm and led her down the hall, deeper into the security office.
“You’re going to water board her?” Honi asked.
“No,” he said. “That won’t be necessary. She’s already filled with fear. That’ll just get stronger overnight. She knows we water board terrorists. Let her imagination do the rest. She’s not really a terrorist. She’s a lead to a terrorist. She acts tough, but she doesn’t have the resolve.”
“But if you thought she was a real terrorist?”
“I’d send her to Gitmo in a heartbeat.”
* * *
Later that afternoon, Jake and Honi arrived at Giles Svensen’s apartment with an FBI forensics team.
“Giles Svensen gave me permission and his keys to search his apartment, so we don’t need a search warrant.”
Jake unlocked the door. The forensics team entered the apartment and began their search. Two hours later the search hadn’t turned up anything unusual. The forensics team left. Jake and Honi locked the apartment door and walked down the hall. Jake pulled his cell phone and dialed.
“Kay, I have a cat that needs your support. I’ll leave the keys and address in the lobby at the FBI building. Thanks.”
“So you do this a lot?”
“Do what?”
“Take care of people’s animals?”
“I just see it as part of the job.”
She scoffed. “Only federal agent I ever met that did.”

CHAPTER 8

Jake got a call from Briggs at 10:00 that evening. Jake needed to be at the FBI jet hanger at Andrews Air Force Base at 3:00 a.m. for an early flight to Killeen, Texas to assist Major Bob Stafford in the investigation of the missing nuclear weapon. He set his alarm and got four hours of sleep. When he arrived, Honi was getting out of an agency car, pulling her small travel case behind her.
By 7:50 a.m. they were with Major Bob Stafford, alongside the road, one hundred yards from the front gate to Fort Hood. Two other cars filled with 8 CID agents waited behind them.
“What about Sylvia Cuthbert?” Honi asked. “You were going to talk with her.”
Jake pulled out his phone and called Sebastian Pettigrew in the security office at the NSA.
“How is Cuthbert doing?” He waited, listening. “Okay, here’s what I want you to do.” Jake turned away from the group and continued talking. He disconnected and turned back to Stafford and Honi.
“Well?”
“She doesn’t think we will water board her.”
Stafford raised his eyebrows.
“I’ve arranged some entertainment for her.”
“Entertainment?” Honi asked.
“We’ve got company,” Stafford said.
I’ll explain later,” Jake said.
A black limo with a four star flag waving from the front bumper roared up the road. It pulled to a stop in the road beside them. The rear window glided down revealing a four-star general in the back seat. Major Stafford saluted crisply.
“General Davies, sir, I didn’t expect…”
“At ease, Major. Let’s get this done.”
“Yes, sir!”
The window buzzed up and the limo proceeded to the front gate of Fort Hood. Stafford, Jake and Honi hopped in the car. Stafford pulled in right behind the limo. The two cars of CID agents fell in line behind them.
“Who was that?” Honi asked.
“General Roger L. Davies, Commanding General of the United States Army Forces Command.”
“He runs the army?”
“He does.”
“So we’re not going to have any issues over rank, are we?” Jake said.
“Nope.”
The black limo paused at the main gate. The window lowered. The guard saluted. The window rolled back up and the limo drove on with Stafford and the CID team in tow, while the gate guard continued to salute.
By the time they reached the administration building, General Teague and his top staff officers were outside the front door, saluting.
General Davies walked up to General Teague without returning the salute, standing nose-to-nose with him.
“There isn’t a pit in hell deep enough or dark enough for you,” General Davies said. General Teague slowly let his right-hand salute drop to his side, his expression dropping in exact measure along with it. “But rest assured. I will find just such a place where you will rot forever.”
As General Davies turned and walked into the building, a CID agent stepped in front of General Teague. “You are relieved of command. You are being held on suspicion of treason and conspiracy to commit terrorism.” He took the General’s left hand and pulled it behind him as he fastened the set of handcuffs to it, and quickly connected the cuffs around Teague’s other wrist.
Once inside the building, the long and exhausting job of interviews and checking paperwork began. There was little hope of recovering the missing nuclear weapon. The goal was to find out who was involved in its theft. Three hours later Stafford approached Jake.
“These can’t be right. I’ve seen the originals of the orders that initiated the transfer of three tactical nuclear weapons to Fort Hood. These records show only two weapons being transferred.”
“We need a document expert,” Jake said. “I know just the guy.”
He pulled his cell phone and called Briggs.
“It’s Hunter, sir, I need Ken Bartholomew from the Secret Service here ASAP.”
General Davies stood eight feet away. The General cocked his head to one side.
“Your boss at the FBI?”
“Yes, sir.”
General Davies held his hand out. “May I?”
Jake handed him the cell phone. Taking the phone, the General turned away, spoke with Briggs for a moment, he then handed the phone back to Jake.
“I hate wasting time,” the General said, and then walked over to the Lt. Colonel who had been following the General around. They spoke and the Lt. Colonel headed out the door. The General walked off without further comment. Jake held the phone back up to his ear, but the line had disconnected.
Forty-five minutes later Ken Bartholomew walked in the office door.
“How the hell?” Jake said. “I thought you were in D.C.”
“I was.”
“And you got to Texas in forty-five minutes?”
Ken checked his watch. “Thirty-one minutes. Traffic in D.C., you know…”
“But how?”
“I brought my document kit,” Ken replied, adding a smile.
“You’re not going to tell me?”
“Promised I wouldn’t.”
Jake scrunched his lips together. “Okay, Major Stafford thinks these documents are phony.”
Ken took them. “I’ll need exemplars from every printer on the base, plus any printer at General Teague’s home.”
“So you think you can identify the exact printer used to make the phony documents?”
“I know I can.”
“You know how many printers that’s going to be?” Stafford asked.
“Not yet, but I certainly expect to at some point.”
Honi sat down at one of the computer terminals and typed. “I need a login and a password!” she shouted. One of the officers in the room stepped forward and typed.
“Thank you.”
Jake came over and knelt down beside her. “What are you on to?”
“I’m accessing the printer records file for each device. We check the printers that’ve gone through the most cartridges first. Narrows the field.”
“Awesome.”
* * *
Sylvia Cuthbert woke suddenly in her jail cell in the back of the NSA building security office. Distant reflections of light dimly illumined the hall. Otherwise everything was dark. She wasn’t sure what had awakened her, but it seemed like some kind of a sound. She listened intently for a moment and then relaxed a bit. Then she heard it again.
“No, no,” a man’s voice said in a distant room. “I don’t know anything. I don’t. You have to believe me!”
She listened closer. No one said anything else. She became alarmed as she recognized the sound of the man struggling, thumping against restraints, or a table maybe, as his body reacted. His screams sounded muffled and suppressed. She thought she heard water splashing to the floor, but she couldn’t be sure.
The sounds of coughing and hard desperate breaths forced their way into her mind. What were they doing? Who is doing this? The sound of weak, deadened screams returned along with intensified thuds and sounds of struggle. She strained to hear more. Coughing again, and retching. She heard what might be vomit splattering on the floor, and then more exaggerated gasps for air.
She got up and stood, frozen, next to the bars of her cell, listening, and thinking. Her stomach tightened into a painful knot as the conclusion leaped into her mind: water boarding. She broke away from the steel barrier that held her prisoner and wandered back to her bunk, too unsettled to even sit back down. I didn’t know they did that here, she thought. Of course, I’ve never been here in the middle of the night before, either, she rationalized. And there were always rumors of people who worked here and suddenly didn’t anymore. People she never saw again. What really happened to them?
The sound of subdued screams and the panicked knocking noise returned, drawing her back to the bars of her cell. The voice was weaker, terrified, losing any semblance of control. Her breathing quickened. She gripped the bars, willing with all of her might for the suffering to end, and for the torture to stop. It didn’t. The palms of her hands began to sweat. Her hands trembled and her knees weakened. She wobbled over to her bunk and sat down. Silence enveloped her. She had never felt so alone, or so powerless.
The coughing returned, weak and resigned. The retching barely heard, but painfully present. The frail murmur of protest against incessant, uncompromising abuse finally subsided. She waited, unsure of what would happen next. After about ten minutes she heard footsteps in the hall. She tensed, leaning forward to see who it was. Pettigrew slowly walked past her cell, shoes and pant legs wet, leaving shiny footprints in the poorly lighted hall. He didn’t look at her, didn’t even acknowledge that she was there.
My god, she wondered. What kind of a place is this? Everything seemed so straight forward before. The risk was manageable; the reward was immense. They promised me I would be protected. She paced around her jail cell. She looked up at the ceiling and breathed out hard. I’m part of an elite group now. I have wealth; resources. I’m somebody. They will come and get me out. She tried to settle down enough to get some sleep, but she was still anxious about the sounds she had heard, and what may be waiting for her.
It was almost two hours before she felt drowsy. Just as she was falling asleep, she heard the sounds again.
“Please, I beg you,” the voice said. “I’ve told you everything I know. There isn’t anything else.”
The thumping and sounds of intense struggle returned. She thought she could hear water splashing on the floor. The muffled screams seemed louder, but she couldn’t be sure. She still had to listen hard in order to hear what was going on. The feeling of panic rose within her. They have to get me out of here. They promised!
The terrifying sequence repeated itself: the gaging, the coughing, retching. Each set of subdued screaming weakened and became more despondent. The man’s despair deepened in his muted voice and in her own mind. Her level of anxiety reached a new and painful high. How much longer can this go on? she wondered. Finally, the sounds stopped. Ten minutes later Pettigrew walked past her cell again, wet pants legs and wet shoes leaving those telltale footprints on the floor of the hall. Again, no eye contact; no acknowledgment of any kind.
This time she couldn’t rest or calm down. She was still agitated and apprehensive when the awful sounds returned two hours later.
“That’s everything I know,” the voice pleaded. “I swear, I’ve told you everything. There’s nothing else!”
The sickening, deadened shrieks filtered down the hall. She covered her ears, but the horror was already embedded in her mind, constant and unyielding. Two hours later it happened again.
* * *
Jake stretched and yawned. The search for incriminating documents and additional suspects continued, with little progress, at the Fort Hood administration building. He looked at the clock on the wall again: One-thirty-eight in the morning. Everyone was exhausted. It was time to call it a night, and start fresh again in the morning.
“Found it!” Ken shouted. Jake, Honi and Stafford rushed over.
“When you accuse an army general,” Stafford said. “You better have rock solid proof.”
“We do. Every printer ever made has its own characteristics, minor flaws, if you will. No two are exactly alike. So even though the same computer sends the same file to different printers, the end result is microscopically different. The paper showing two weapons transferred, instead of three, was created on this printer, which was purchased twenty-seven days after the transfer took place.”
“So it is a phony,” Stafford said. “Which means Teague is responsible for the missing nuclear weapon.”
“What size are we talking?” Jake asked.
“Big enough. It’s a W79 nuclear artillery shell, the equivalent of 1,000 tons of TNT.”
“What size physically?”
Stafford looked at him. “Eight-inch diameter, 44 inches long. You could put it in the trunk of a car, but not by yourself. It weighs 200 pounds.”
“Would General Teague’s car be subject to search every time he left the base?”
“Not normally.”
“So he could have taken it.”
“But he’d need help. Or access to a lift truck.”
“I assume the army doesn’t leave these things just lying around.”
“No, they don’t.”
“Then the General, or somebody working for him, would have to have access to that secure area, too.”
“They would. Everyone logs in and out. Signature’s required.”
“Then we start there. Get the logs to Ken. See if he can tell us which ones are phony. It may give us a date when the weapon disappeared.”
“On it.”
* * *
At seven in the morning, Jake, Honi and Stafford drove to General Teague’s residence.
“CID removed everyone from the house as soon as we entered the base,” Stafford said. “As you can see, a perimeter guard has been in place since then.”
Jake nodded as he saw how the guards were placed. Armed MPs stood in a circle around the house, such that each guard could see the next soldier on either side. That way no one could slip through, nor could any of the posts be left without being seen by two other soldiers.
“Do your people have a ground-penetrating radar machine available?”
“We do, actually.”
“I want every square inch of this property examined with that machine.”
“This can’t be the only property he has access to,” Honi said. “He could have buried or hidden something anywhere on this base.”
“Yeah. But not the nuclear artillery shell. He would have to get that off the base and into someone’s hands before he got paid.”
“So what do you think is hidden here?”
“Something suspicious. Fake ID, a gun, money, keys, maps maybe.”
Stafford moaned. “The base is 340 square miles. We’re all going to be old and gray by the time we search all of it.”
“That may not be necessary. If General Teague knew we were coming for him, he’d need to disappear as fast as he could. That might preclude hiding something essential on the base, or at least it would need to be very close to an exit route.”
“And there’re only two of those,” Stafford replied. “We’ll break it down by grids.”
Jake pulled his cell phone and called Briggs.
“It’s Hunter. I need a trace on all property associated with General Teague. His family, cousins, corporations and shell companies. Everything you can find. Thanks.”
Stafford looked at Jake, a puzzled look on his face.
“What?”
“I was just wondering. If you needed to stash something off a road to an exit, how would you keep it from being damaged? I mean you can’t bury it in a sack, can you?”
“No.”
“So metal or wood?”
“Too damn many insects for wood. It’d have to be metal, or plastic.”
Stafford smiled. “We have an entire company of mine sweepers here. If it’s got metal in it, we’re going to find it.”
Jake and Honi approached the lead CID agent. “How’s the search going?” Jake asked.
“So far, nothing too unusual, we did find three cell phones hidden in the back of a drawer.”
“I need them,” Honi said quickly. She checked the phones. “No batteries. Did you find any cell phone batteries?”
“Let me check. Yes, in a box with eighteen other batteries, other side of the house.”
“Show me.”
The two of them headed off.
Jake turned to Stafford, eyebrows raised. “Mine sweepers?”
“On their way. Hellova lot faster than the ground-penetrating radar machine. Time counts.”
Honi returned. “Password protected. It doesn’t stop us. It just slows down the process.” She called Brett at the NSA. “Three more cell phones to add to the new program, I’m sending you the numbers.”
Jake stood at the window and watched the army tech run the ground-penetrating radar machine over the property, row after row.
For sure, time counts, Jake thought. Time left… He looked at the strange watch: 21 days, 14 hours, 8 minutes and 22 seconds. With a missing nuclear weapon at this particular time, Jake’s gut was telling him the two were intimately connected. But how, and why?
* * *
Sylvia Cuthbert finally calmed down enough to fall asleep, only to be awakened by the sound of the jail cell door opening. Her heart pounded, fear raced through her chest. Are they coming for me?!
“Get up,” the security guard demanded.
She slowly sat up and then stood.
“Turn around, hands behind your back.”
She complied, wincing as he tightened the handcuffs around her wrists. He pushed her out of the cell door into the hall, pointing her to where she had heard the awful sounds during the night.
“Don’t move.”
She stood, weakened and wobbly from the lack of sleep. The sound of water sloshing behind her drove a new wave of panic through her body. She turned her head slowly to see what it was. A maintenance man pushed a large bucket of soapy water with a ringer attached and a mop standing up into the air. The man slowly cleaned her jail cell, wiped everything down, stripped the sheets from the cot and placed clean folded ones on the bare mattress.
When he was done, the guard guided her back into the cell, removed the handcuffs, closed and locked the cell door. She made her bed and laid down to rest. The noises of the daily operation of the security office made sleep difficult. She tried, but some loud noise always disturbed her. Her exhaustion deepened as the day wore on.
* * *
Three hours later, Jake’s phone buzzed. He looked at the text message.
“Okay, we’ve got six pieces of property connected to General Teague.”
“Where do you want to start?” Honi asked.
Jake breathed out slowly and studied the list.
Major Stafford rushed into the room. “Mine sweepers found this plastic box. It contains a gun, money, keys and a map. Just like you thought.”
“Which road?” Jake asked.
“Northwest exit.”
Jake looked at the list of properties again. Northwest. Probably something close. Someplace he could get to overnight. There it was. Just across the state line into Oklahoma.
“This one first. Get the ground-penetrating radar and the tech. We gotta go.”
“I’ve got a helicopter on standby,” Stafford said. “We’ll be at Teague’s Oklahoma property in an hour.”
* * *
The dust swirled out from the downwash of the helicopter blades, lifted up into the air and was caught up again in the downwash. It looked like they were landing in the hole of a giant dust donut. As the blades wound down, the dust subsided, mostly.
The house was small, maybe a vacation home, plain wood plank side boards and a cedar shingle roof. Jake looked around at the rural landscape: Scrub brush and pale soil for as far as he could see. The general could have come here hunting, Jake thought. Certainly secluded. A perfect place to begin a trek into obscurity, and another identity, maybe another country. But with what? There has to be something here worth the stop.
A search of the house revealed a few rifles, some canned food, clothes; the usual items. Jake and Honi followed a narrow stairway down from a slanted wood door mounted next to the outside of the house. Looks like a storm shelter, Jake thought. He checked the walls: They were solid.
“Set up the ground-penetrating radar,” Jake said. “Start close to the house and work your way out.”
The army tech wheeled the machine over to the side of the house and began the search. Twenty minutes later, he came running into the house.
“Agent Hunter! There’s something buried by the storm shelter. It’s huge.”
They all ran to the back of the house.
“It’s right under here,” the army tech pointed out. “And it runs out to here.”
“How wide?”
“About six, maybe seven feet.”
Under the stairs, Jake thought.
Stafford looked at the stair steps. “They’re screwed down. Torx bit drive.” He ran back into the house and emerged a minute later with a cordless drill in his hand. “Torx bit in the drill, extra battery, all charged and ready to go.”
Stafford unscrewed the steps and tossed them into the small storm cellar. Under the steps was a panel of plywood, also screwed on the edges. He removed the screws, hooked his finger into a half-inch hole at the top, and lifted the panel up and out. Jake pulled the plywood panel out into the back yard. Honi emerged from the house with a flashlight and tossed it down to Stafford.
“More steps going down,” Stafford called out. He stepped down out of sight into the darkness. “There’s a buried shipping container down here. You guys need to see this.”
Jake grimaced in pain as he jumped across the open space and landed in the storm cellar. The bullet wound on his right side hadn’t healed yet. Honi followed him.
“You alright?”
“Mostly,” he replied, holding his right side.
They walked down the steps. Twelve feet underground the concrete block walls and steps opened up and framed the double doors to a standard shipping container. Stafford was pulling the doors open as they arrived. The flashlight illumined the open end of the container.
“Light switch,” Jake said. He reached over and flipped the switch mounted in an electrical box on the left.
Fluorescent lights flickered to life. The container was twenty feet long, lined on both sides with wood shelves, two feet deep.
“Holy mother of God,” Stafford said softly.
As they looked down the center aisle, it was obvious that every shelf was stacked full with something, right out to the edge of the shelf and up to the bottom of the next shelf up. Stafford had pulled a packet from the shelf. It was a banded pack of hundred dollar bills, and the shelves were stuffed with them. Jake took a packet from the shelf and thumbed through the bills.
“These packets are ten grand a piece. How many packets are there?”
Honi and Stafford started counting.
“These stacks run all the way back to the wall,” Honi noted. “Just this much is a million dollars, and there’s…”
Stafford was counting in groups of a million as he worked his way down the aisle. When he got to the end, he turned. “I get one hundred million per shelf.”
“And we have ten shelves,” Honi said. “Five on each side.”
Jake leaned against the shelving, feeling a bit dizzy. “Where the hell did Teague get a billion dollars?” He looked at Stafford and then at Honi.
“The warhead,” they said together.
“That’s a lot of money for a single warhead,” Jake said.
“There are a number of nuclear weapons available on the black market,” Stafford explained. “They’re very expensive. But what you don’t get are the activation codes. A terrorist can get hold of a nuke and blow it up with conventional explosives, but what he’d get is a dirty bomb. The sequence and control of the detonation is critical in order to get a nuclear detonation.”
“And to get the activation codes?” Honi asked.
“You need someone like General Teague, and a lot more money.”
“General Teague was planning on getting away. Now that he’s in custody…” Jake said.
“The army doesn’t fool around. Teague will hang,” Stafford replied.
A metal cabinet stood at the far end of the aisle. Stafford opened the doors, Jake and Honi joined him.
“Guns, passports, ID papers,” Stafford said, handing over the passports. Jake examined them briefly. The papers revealed General Teague’s image, but with a different name. “I got ammo, traveling clothes, extra socks and a watch.”
“A watch?”
“Yeah. It’s weird. It runs backwards.”
Jake grabbed the watch out of Stafford’s hand. It was the same as the one he wore.
“So what’s with the weird watch?”
Jake and Honi glanced at each other and then back to Stafford.
“You’re in the middle of it now, so you might as well know,” Jake said. He held his arm out, exposing the watch on his wrist. “It’s a bit of a long story.”

CHAPTER 9

Okay, Peter Steinmetz thought. No battle plan remains intact after the first encounter with the enemy. So I counter their move. He took a look at the people he had available and who could best accomplish the job. It’s an expensive move, but Teague is currently indispensable. He got on his computer and sent his message through the encrypted network. Collateral damage, but an acceptable loss.
* * *
By late that afternoon Ken Bartholomew had arrived and confirmed that the billion dollars was real currency and not counterfeit. The passports and other forms of ID were so well done Ken couldn’t tell them from the real thing.
“They even have the correct ultraviolet markings on them,” he said. “You don’t get this level of quality from just anywhere. Somebody put a lot of time and money into these papers.”
“Bag everything up and log it into evidence,” Stafford told the CID team. He turned to Jake. “We have enough evidence to convict Teague. Time to interrogate him.”
“Mind if we join you?” Jake asked. “I know this is army jurisdiction, but I just want to get his reaction to the watch. Maybe we can get a line on why he decided to betray his country, and how he became associated with this international criminal organization.”
“I can make that happen. I’m gettin’ used to havin’ you two around.”
When they returned to Fort Hood, General Teague had already been transferred to Fort Belvoir.
“He’ll keep,” Stafford said. “We still have a mountain of paperwork to go through here. Agent Bartholomew still needs to see if he can tell us what day the W79 warhead disappeared. If he can do that, we stand a chance of finding out who else is in on this thing.”
“Do we know anything about General Teague’s mental state?” Jake asked.
“We thought we did. But finding the countdown watch and the buried shipping container containing a billion dollars? What else did we miss? Is this some kind of a death cult thing?”
“I don’t know. The guy who gave me the watch said we were all going to die when the time ran out. One nuclear artillery shell can take out part of a major city, but I don’t see that as killing all of us.”
“Maybe it’s all of the people in a particular city?” Honi said.
“Could be. He was from New York City, but he was in Washington when he told me.”
“So, two potential cities?” Major Stafford asked.
“Yeah. Both big potential targets. New York for financial reasons, and Washington for political ones.”
Major Stafford thought about the underground container with a billion dollars in it. “My guess is that Teague didn’t have a beef with the financial sector.”
“So, political,” Honi commented. “Which means Washington.”
“But why would a vice president of the Federal Reserve Bank travel from New York, a city he may have considered to be safe, to Washington, the potential target of a nuclear weapon?”
“To warn the people in that city. That would make sense. Jacobson had a countdown watch. He knew Washington was going to be safe for how many days?”
“Thirty-five, at that time.”
“Exactly.”
“Maybe you’re right. With Jacobson’s countdown watch, the watches on the two Chinese businessmen, Sylvia Cuthbert’s watch, and now General Teague’s watch, it just feels a lot bigger to me than it might look at this time. I’m beginning to think this is a worldwide operation. And with the connection between General Teague and a missing nuclear weapon, the whole thing has a very disturbing feel to it.”
“And what was Teague’s motive for betraying his country?” Honi asked.
“A billion dollars are a lot of reasons,” Stafford replied.
“True,” Jake said. “But only if you know you’re going to be alive long enough to spend it. Teague had a countdown watch. I’m thinking he knew a lot of people were going to die, and he didn’t want to be one of them.”
“What about the nuclear weapon?” Honi asked.
“Price of admission to the organization with the phoenix in the watch,” Jake said. “I think the money simply sealed the deal.”
“So what is this strange organization going to do with the nuclear weapon?”
Jake shrugged. “At this point, I have no idea.”
“Could be almost anything,” Stafford said. “The W79 is a big weapon, but it’s not that big. I mean, we have weapons here that are a thousand times larger. Why didn’t he steal one of those?”
“We’ve still got a lot to figure out,” Jake said.
“Meanwhile,” Honi interjected, “Agent Hunter and I have an interrogation to do back in Virginia.”
Jake and Honi took the FBI jet back to D.C. and caught up on some desperately needed sleep. They’d been up for the last 41 hours.
* * *
Sylvia Cuthbert again woke to the sounds from down the hall in the middle of the night. The man’s pleading varied but the torture continued unabated, every two hours, like clockwork. After three agonizing sessions, she was totally distraught. Pettigrew walked down the hall, wet as before, still ignoring her.
Half an hour later, he returned pushing a hospital gurney down the hall toward where the sounds had emanated. Ten minutes after that, he pushed the gurney back toward the front of the security office, but this time there was a large black bag on the top with a body inside.
Her stomach clenched, forcing her to bend forward in severe pain. She willed herself to lie back on the cot, trying to get the pain to subside. It seemed to take forever, but the pain finally left her just before the morning cell cleaning ritual commenced.
* * *
At 8:00 a.m. Jake and Honi entered the security offices at the NSA building. Jake saw the gurney with the body bag against the wall. He walked over and unzipped the bag.
“So where’d you get the manikin?”
Pettigrew grinned. “Cousin works at a department store in Alexandria.”
“Nice touch. Is she ready?”
“I think so. Where do you want her?”
“Let’s start in her cell. That way she has to physically make a choice. The interview room or going into the back with you.”
“So what, exactly, did you do to her,” Honi asked.
“I had Pettigrew play some tapes of people, who were being water boarded at Gitmo, from a room down the hall. She wouldn’t hear it clearly, but her imagination would fill in the blanks.
“People fall into two different classes. The majority, who live with fear and other emotions, and those few who don’t experience such feelings. A psychopath’s primary emotion is either anger or a lust for power. Sometimes I can manipulate that, but mostly no one can. What we learned at Gitmo is that even water boarding won’t work on a pure psychopath. For ordinary people, like Sylvia, fear is your key. Her fear of pain and suffering is much more motivating than the pain itself would be. It’s not about what the body can stand, it’s about the mind.”
“And people like Giles?”
Jake grinned. “He cares. Love will over-ride fear if you give it half a chance.”
Pettigrew unlocked the cell door, let Jake and Honi in, closed and locked the door, and headed into the back room where he had played the tapes.
“This is how it works,” Jake said. He walked over and sat on the cot next to Sylvia, not touching, but intruding into her comfort zone. “We talk. As long as you keep providing me with truthful and useful information, we keep talking. When you don’t, I leave and Pettigrew takes you into the back room. Then we will talk again tomorrow. Same conditions. Only you will determine what happens to you. I have an established procedure, and you have a simple choice to make.
“Did you join the organization before you went to work for the NSA or after?”
She looked around the jail cell and glanced toward the hall where Pettigrew had gone.
“This is completely voluntary, Sylvia. Either we talk, or I leave. It’s up to you.”
She looked down and fidgeted with her fingernails. She took a deep breath and whispered, “After.”
“Please speak up, Sylvia, I need to hear you clearly. I want to avoid any misunderstandings. Don’t you?”
She nodded her head. “After,” she said louder.
“Does this organization have a name?”
“They refer to it as the Phoenix Organization.”
“Did they offer you money?”
She paused and looked at the floor. Finally she nodded.
“A lot of money?”
She waited as long as she dared. She shifted away from him on the cot. “Yes.”
“You’re doing the right thing, Sylvia, just keep talking with me.” Positive feedback, Jake reminded himself. Establish a connection, one person to another. Ask only questions to which she can answer ‘yes.’ The longer she says ‘yes,’ the harder it becomes for her mind to say ‘no.’
“Did they pay you more than a hundred thousand dollars?”
Her delay time lessened. She nodded.
“If it were me, I’d keep the money in an offshore bank account, something I could access from anywhere in the world. Was that what you thought, too?”
She delayed again, this time a little longer, and then she nodded.
She’s testing what I’ll tolerate, Jake thought. Smart lady. “Is that a yes, Sylvia? I need to hear you clearly.”
“Yes,” she said almost immediately.
“I’ve read your file. You seem to do well in social situations. Is doing well socially important to you?”
She looked directly at him for the first time since he sat down. She didn’t respond.
“It’s nothing personal, Sylvia, it’s just a yes or no question. So say yes or no.”
“Yes.”
“The people who recruited you, were they from a higher social class than you?”
She seemed embarrassed.
“Just yes, or no, Sylvia.”
“Yes.”
“That must have been an honor. Being brought in by people who were socially important like that.”
She paused again and lowered her head.
“Is that a yes, Sylvia?”
“Yes.”
“You must have felt good, being a part of something so important. Didn’t you?”
“Yes,” she replied with only a small delay.
“Joining such an elite group. You must have been very proud. I would have been. Weren’t you?”
“Yes,” she replied, sitting up a little straighter.
“You want them to rescue you, don’t you?”
“Yes,” she said immediately.
“But they don’t have any idea where you are, Sylvia. It’s just you, me, Honi and Pettigrew. No one else knows. You understand that, don’t you?”
She didn’t respond. She just sat frozen in fear.
“They’re not coming, Sylvia. You agree they have to know where you are in order to rescue you, don’t you?”
She nodded.
“Yes, or no, Sylvia.”
“Yes.”
They don’t know, Sylvia. You understand that now, don’t you?”
Her shoulders slumped. She slowly nodded.
“Yes, or no, Sylvia.”
“Yes.”
“They’re gone. You’ll never see or hear from them again. Never. You can see that, can’t you?”
“Yes.”
“Did they threaten any harm to you if you said anything about them?”
“Yes. They made it clear they would kill me if I betrayed them.”
“They can hurt you only if they can find you, true?”
She nodded.
“Sylvia?”
“Yes,” she replied. Her pride and strength were draining away. She appeared much more submissive.
“You’re never going to see any of the money, either. You know that, don’t you?”
She glanced around the jail cell. “Yes,” she said quietly.
“It’s time,” Jake said firmly.
Pettigrew unlocked the cell door. Jake stood. Sylvia stood cautiously and moved slowly to the open door. She had that “deer in the headlights” look.
“You can come up front and talk with us some more, or you can go in the back with Pettigrew. It doesn’t matter to me. Your choice.”
She looked at Pettigrew, who stood there with a stone cold look on his face. She slowly turned toward the front of the offices and started walking. Jake glanced back. Pettigrew winked.
Jake and Honi led her into an interrogation room and closed the door. Jake placed a digital recorder on the table and turned it on. He stated the date, time, who was present and the reason for the interrogation.
“Sylvia, the charges against you are very serious. We have your phone records. We have your access records, the watch from your place, the burner phone you used from your home. We have Giles’ sworn statement about the affair, and everything you wanted him to do. I can get the most serious charge, treason, either reduced or dropped, depending on how much you help us right now. Do you understand?”
She nodded.
“You’re going to have to respond verbally, Sylvia, for the recording.”
“Yes.”
“We know you are connected to the Phoenix Organization. They have committed murder and stolen a nuclear weapon. You are now an equal participant in those crimes and will face the same penalty as the others. I’m offering you a way out. Do you want out?”
She looked up, a glimmer of hope returning to her face. “Yes.”
“Tell me about the watch and the people who contacted you.”
“I received the countdown watch along with a million dollars in a numbered Cayman Island bank account. My job was to keep my contact updated on what was being done inside the NSA regarding certain subjects.”
“What subjects?”
“Any NSA surveillance of senior government officials, military generals or major defense contractors,”
“Any specific names?”
“No. Just anybody who fit those categories.”
“The countdown watch. What is it counting down to?” Jake asked.
She leaned forward slightly. “They refer to it as ‘the event.’ The true nature of ‘the event’ was not explained to me, but at one time my contact referred to it as Ellie, and said that only members of the Phoenix Organization would survive.”
She’s thinking the name is some kind of code word. If no one survives except the members of the Phoenix Organization, it’s not Ellie, it’s ELE. An Extermination Level Event.
“Who is your contact?”
She shook her head slightly. “No names were ever used, so I don’t know. I actually talked to two different people. The first person I had never seen or heard before. He recruited me and gave me orders. When I had something that was very important, I spoke with a second person.”
“And this second person you recognized?”
“Maybe, I can’t be sure.” She glanced around the room again. “At one time, early on, I tried to run the phone number through the system. You know, just out of curiosity. It was unidentifiable.”
“Would the person have known about the check on the phone?”
“I doubt it. The phone was off at the time, and the burner phone changes once a week.”
“So who do you think this person is?”
She pursed her lips and breathed out. “I don’t want to accuse anyone. I just have a suspicion.”
“Based on what?”
“The sound of his voice, the tone, cadence, word choice, pauses, the minor mispronunciation of certain words.”
“And you’ve heard this person before?”
“I think so, yes.” She put her arms on the metal table and leaned a little forward again.
“Who did it sound like?”
She paused and breathed deeply a few times. Jake waited patiently.
“If you question him, or go after him in any way, he’s going to know. They’ll find me and kill me.”
“We can protect you.”
“I don’t think you can. They have people everywhere, even inside all of the government agencies. If you’re thinking Witness Protection, forget it. The Phoenix Organization has full access. I wouldn’t last ten minutes out there.”
Jake and Honi looked at each other.
“You, I and Pettigrew are the only people who know where she is. What if she stays here?” Honi asked.
“Sylvia, do you have any reason to think or suspect that Pettigrew is connected to the Phoenix Organization?” Jake asked.
“No,” she said firmly.
Honi turned to Jake. “Let me talk with Pettigrew, I’ll be right back.” Honi left the room.
“If we can keep you safe, will you tell me who you think this person might be?”
Sylvia looked down at the recorder. “I don’t want any evidence tying me to this.”
Jake reached over and turned off the recorder. “It’s just you, me and Agent Badger.”
Honi came back in. “Pettigrew has adjusted the records to show Sylvia was questioned and released. He has her swiping out that afternoon. He also has a single high security cell in the far back of the office. She can stay there. It’s not the greatest, but it’s safe.”
Sylvia fidgeted with her fingernails again, stopped and looked up.
“Who do you think it is?” Jake asked.
“Senator Thornton.”
“Majority leader and Chairman of the Finance Committee?” Honi asked.
“Yes. He also sits on the Appropriations Committee.”
Jake and Honi leaned back in their seats. That would make Senator Thornton almost untouchable.
“We know you accessed the data in the new project down in B6,” Honi said. “Who did you tell?”
“Nobody. I didn’t understand the data. I needed some kind of context, which I didn’t have, before I told anybody.”
“Were you listening in on a phone in Fort Belvoir, Virginia?” Honi asked.
“No.”
“Do you have any idea who might have been doing that?”
“No, I don’t.”
“Okay,” Jake said. “One last question. Where were you supposed to go, or what were you supposed to do when the count-down watch reached zero?”
“At the twelve hour mark, we were to receive a final go message. I don’t understand it all, but there was some question as to whether the Event was actually going to take place or not. If there was no go message, the event wasn’t going to happen and we didn’t need to do anything or go anywhere. If the go message came, I was supposed to go to a place in the mountains of West Virginia, not too far from here. I can give you that location. It’s the only one I have.”
“Yes, I’ll need that location. This is what we’re going to do,” Jake said. “You’re not going to be able to use the money in the Cayman account, but it can still help you. If you give me the account number and the passcode, I’ll have an undercover FBI agent, who looks like you, empty the account, then use your phony ID and take a flight to a country with no extradition agreement with the US. She’ll disappear from there. The Phoenix Organization will think you are gone. When this is over, we’ll make a deal with you that you can live with, agreed?”
“Thank you,” Sylvia said quietly.
* * *
Jake and Honi returned to B6, area 4, of the NSA building.
“Hey, Brett, I need you to add Senator Thronton’s phones to the project, see what burner phones are being used nearby, and don’t breathe a word of his involvement to anybody.”
“You got it.”
“Where are we in the new project?”
“We are at eighteen layers deep and over twelve million connections. I hope you guys have some plan for sorting all this data out, otherwise, we’re looking at years.”
“Yeah,” Jake said. “I’ve got some ideas, but I want all of the data in the system first. I don’t want to miss something important. We just learned that the burner cell phones are swapped out once a week, so can you figure that in, based on GPS locations?”
“Sure can.”
Honi’s phone chirped.
“Badger.” She looked at Jake. “Okay, thanks.” She disconnected.
“Ken Bartholomew found the phony log at Fort Hood. He says the warhead was taken fifteen days ago. Stafford is interrogating people. He’ll probably be there all night.”
“Alright,” Jake said. “We could start interrogating General Teague and see what we can find out.”
“You don’t think Stafford would mind?”
“We can tie him in by secure phone.”
“That we can. Let’s go.”
Honi called Stafford on the way and had him put their names on the gate pass list for Fort Belvoir. When they arrived, they entered the CID building and asked that General Teague be brought to an interview room.
“General Teague has been transferred to a more secure facility,” the officer in charge replied.
“Which facility?” Jake asked.
“I didn’t recognize the facility designation. Since it was high security, I didn’t think I was supposed to know what it was.”
“You have the transfer order?”
“Right here.” He pulled the order from a drawer and gave it to Jake.
“This order is signed by Secretary of Defense Cooper,” Jake stated.
“Yes, sir, it is.”
“Did you verify the order?”
“I didn’t have to.”
“Why not?”
“Because Secretary Cooper was the one who handed me the order.”
“He was here?” Jake asked, an obvious edge to his voice. “You sure it was him?”
“Oh yes, sir. It was him. I verified his ID through the system.”
Jake looked at the time stamp on the order. “Teague’s been gone for five hours!”
He pulled his phone and dialed Major Stafford.
“It’s Agent Jake Hunter. Lock down Fort Hood right now. Nuclear security protocol.”
I wondered why General Teague didn’t run when the warhead disappeared. He even stayed after he must have known Major Stafford was on to him. Add to that the billion dollars… “Yes,” Jake said. “Teague didn’t run when he had the chance, and a billion is too much cash for one warhead. He’s after another nuclear bomb, and my guess is it’s a big one, so lock everything down. And don’t take any orders from Secretary of Defense Cooper. That’s who sprang Teague. We’re on our way.”
Honi pulled her phone and called Brett at the NSA. “I need Secretary of Defense Cooper and General Teague at Fort Hood added to the new project.”
* * *
Major Stafford had made arrangements for the FBI jet to land at Fort Hood. The sun had set and darkness was closing in as the jet taxied over to a hanger. Major Stafford was waiting.
“Briggs has an APB out on the Secretary,” Jake said. “Nobody’s seen him since nine this morning.”
“No sign of Teague, either,” Stafford replied.
“Everything locked down and secure?”
“I don’t know. On the surface the base is on full security alert and everything is quiet. But there are a lot of soldiers here who are still loyal to General Teague. The fact that Teague hasn’t been located makes me nervous. It leaves me thinking it’s too quiet.”
“Where’s your most critical area?”
“NWSB, the Nuclear Weapons Service Building. Beyond that is the bunker farm where individual weapons are stored. The storage bunkers are designed to direct the blast up and we store only one weapon per bunker. That way, if one weapon somehow detonates, it doesn’t set off all of the others.”
“That’s not a reassuring thought.”
“Well, for people on the base it wouldn’t matter. No one would live long enough to realize something had gone wrong. You’d have to live in Austin or Waco to survive long enough to recognize something went to hell here at Fort Hood.”
“Wonderful,” Honi said.
“Then we start at the NWSB,” Jake said. “What’s the check-in procedure?”
“Each security team checks in by radio every fifteen minutes on a rotating one-minute interval. Team one is inside the NWSB, team two is on perimeter guard around the NWSB, team three is roving inside the bunker farm, teams four and five have the bunker farm perimeter.”
“And the other teams?”
“Secure the gates and the airfield.”
Jake looked over at the soldiers with M-16 rifles watching the FBI jet. They were there, alright, reporting in as scheduled. Jake couldn’t tell to whom they were loyal by looking at them. No one could. That was one issue that may get sorted out during the night, he thought. But at what level of risk?
Stafford, Jake and Honi climbed into a HUMVEE and the driver whisked them off toward the NWSB. The driver slowed and stopped at the perimeter check point.
“Any activity?” Stafford asked.
“No, sir. No one in or out since lockdown.”
“Have you seen or heard from General Teague?” Jake asked.
“No, sir.”
“Very well,” Stafford said. “Carry on.”
“Yes, sir,” the guard said as he saluted.
They continued on to the NWSB and pulled in front of the steel building’s main roller door. The guard approached, rifle at the ready.
“I’m Major Stafford. We need to inspect this building.”
“I received notice over the radio,” the guard said. “I just need to check IDs, sir.”
Stafford, Jake and Honi got out of the HUMVEE and presented their ID packs. The guard looked them over, handed them back, and opened the walk-in door.
The lights were on. Everything was clean and orderly. Jake and Honi looked at the four white, long bomb-shaped weapons with pointed, cone-shaped noses and four fins at their tail ends.
“Are those…?” Jake asked.
“B83 nuclear bombs,” Stafford replied.
“I thought they’d be bigger,” Honi said, “based on some of the photos I’ve seen.”
“The older devices used to be a lot bigger,” Stafford replied. “These are much more efficient. The older, bigger bombs have all been disassembled by the SALT I, SALT II and START treaties between the United States and Russia, eliminating a majority of the nuclear arsenals in both countries.”
“How big is this one?” Jake asked.
“The B83’s are twelve feet long, eighteen inches in diameter and weigh 2,408 pounds.”
“I mean…”
“Yield?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s the thing. They’re variable. You can program in how big you want the detonation to be.”
“Top end?”
“One point two megatons. It’s a two-staged thermonuclear device.”
“A hydrogen bomb?”
“Yes.”
“Is it okay to touch it?”
An army Captain stepped forward. “Sure. It’s completely safe. In fact, the B83 is designed as a bunker-buster. It can be dropped at Mach 2 and penetrate through reinforced concrete and still not go off until the control system tells it to detonate.”
Jake ran his hand over the smooth white surface. The bomb rested on a wheeled carriage so it could be easily moved from one place to another. He looked at the direction the wheels were pointed and shoved the bomb in the direction of the wheels. He glanced at Honi. She had a severe grimace on her face. Stafford was smiling. The bomb moved about an inch.
“Twenty four hundred pounds?” Jake asked.
“Twenty four hundred and eight,” Stafford replied.
Jake shoved the remaining three bombs. Each one moved about an inch.
“And the bunker farm?”
“Past the building,” the Captain replied. “That way.” He pointed toward the back of the building.
“Let’s go. I want to check every one of them.”
Stafford raised his eyebrows. “There’re 147 bunkers back there.”
“Then we should get started.”
The army Captain handed the large ring of keys to Stafford. “Have fun, sir. You should finish sometime tomorrow afternoon.”
“Thanks,” Stafford replied dryly.
They climbed back into the HUMVEE and headed out back. The bunker farm was surrounded by twin twelve-foot-high fences topped with double rows of razor wire. After having their IDs checked one more time, they passed through the only set of gates. Roving teams of K-9 units patrolled between the two fences. The bunkers were set down into the ground and covered with concrete and dirt. The front of each bunker consisted of a concrete wall with twin heavy steel doors in the center. Each bunker was 500 yards from its neighbor.
“If someone has been secretly working inside one or more of these bunkers, it would probably be as far out of sight as they could get,” Jake said. “So that’s where we start.”
The driver took them to the far edge of the bunkers. The heavens above were black with clear skies and twinkling stars. Just like sailing at night on the ocean, Jake thought. Quiet and peaceful. Three bunkers sat in a short row. The rest were in a twelve-by-twelve grid pattern. Stafford sorted through the keys and unlocked the doors. Jake and Honi looked through each bunker with their flashlights. Jake shoved each bomb, which moved an inch. Honi grimaced each time. Then Stafford closed and locked each door, and they drove on to the next one.
“You said there was a roving security team inside the bunker farm?” Jake asked.
“Yes. Team three.”
“Why haven’t we seen them?”
Stafford grabbed his radio. “Team three, this is Major Stafford. Report your position.”
“Copy, Major. We’re in the southwest corner, passing bunker 22, over.”
“Status?”
“All quiet, everything locked up tight as a drum.”
“Copy,” Stafford replied. He looked at the bunker number: 127. Team three would be at the opposite corner of the bunker farm. He unlocked the steel doors and pulled them open. Jake and Honi aimed their flashlights into the bunker. The light reflected off the bright white paint on the bomb. The back of the bunker looked bumpy. Jake and Honi approached. The bumps were under a camo tarp. Jake grabbed the corner of the tarp and yanked.
Five bodies in army uniforms were laid out on the bunker floor, blood smeared on their clothes and on the ground.
“Major Stafford,” Jake called out. “How many members on team three?”
“Six,” Stafford replied walking into the bunker.
“And only one with a radio, right?”
“Dammit!”
Jake walked to the front of the bomb and shoved. It rolled back two feet. Jake set his flashlight down and wrapped his hands around the nose cone of the bomb. He lifted the bomb up an inch and set it back down.
“It’s empty.”
Stafford knelt down and examined the hand and fingers of one of the dead soldiers. “Cool, but not cold,” Stafford observed. “No rigor. This was recent, an hour, maybe less. Suppressed weapon or we would have heard it.” Stafford examined the wounds. “Shot in the neck, close range, stippling on the skin. These two were shot from the back, this one from the side, and these two in the face.”
“Where’s the nearest gate?” Jake asked.
“Northwest, about four miles.”
“Call them.”
Stafford grabbed his radio. “Northwest gate, this is Major Stafford. Status check.”
“No activity, sir. All’s quiet.”
“Copy.”
“You wanna bet?” Jake asked.
“One guy left with the radio, I know,” Stafford replied as they ran for the HUMVEE. Stafford pulled his cell phone and checked for bars. “Weak, but it should work.”
“Using the radio will alert the guy at the gate, right?” Honi asked.
“Exactly,” Stafford replied as he dialed. “This is Major Stafford. We have a security breach at the northwest gate. I want two UH-60 Black Hawk helicopters in the air searching that road, probable heavy truck. Half hour head start.”
Stafford disconnected and stared at his phone. “This is the call I never wanted to make.” He dialed the National Military Command Center.
“NMCC,” a woman’s voice said.
“Listen carefully,” Stafford said. He gave his name, rank and service number.
“Verifying…Voice print verified, Major Stafford. Patching you through to General Ward.”
“General Ward, this is Major Stafford, US Army Intelligence and Security Command. We have an incident, sir. Code word PINNACLE, BENT SPEAR. I say again, PINNACLE, BENT SPEAR. Fort Hood, northwest gate, we are in pursuit of a truck, estimate a half hour ahead of us.”
“Confirm. PINNACLE, BENT SPEAR,” General Ward said.
“I confirm. PINNACLE, BENT SPEAR.”
“What assets do you need?”
“I need IR satellite coverage of the area, two loaded F-16’s in the air. I need every connecting road blocked off by any means necessary. I have two Black Hawks inbound from Fort Hood, heading northwest. I do not want those shot down by accident, sir.”
“Affirmative, Major. Two friendlies inbound heading northwest from Fort Hood. Two F-16s, everything else is no-fly.”
“Thank you, General.” Stafford disconnected. He took a deep breath as the HUMVEE bounced along the gravel road.
“Okay,” Honi said. “NMCC is the National Military Command Center. What is PINNACLE and BENT SPEAR?”
Stafford had a grave look on his face. “PINNACLE is the code word for our nation’s highest adverse incident, one that threatens our national security. BENT SPEAR is the code word for a lost or missing nuclear weapon with the potential of starting a nuclear war.”
The HUMVEE slowed as they approached the gate in the line of two fences with razor wire on top. Stafford drew his .45 automatic. The gates were standing open, no one in sight. Even the K-9 units were gone.
“Go on through,” Stafford ordered. The driver accelerated through and took the gravel road to the right. Eight minutes later they arrived at the northwest gate to Fort Hood. It, too, stood open and unguarded.
Jake looked around. “Five more bodies back in the shrubs?”
“Probably. Let’s go!” Stafford shouted. “We’ve got to catch that truck!”
Just then two Black Hawk helicopters swooped overhead, searchlights illuminating the road. The downwash from the blades filled the air with dust. The HUMVEE driver slowed until the air cleared sufficiently to see the road again, and then he hit the gas.
Stafford’s secure phone rang. “Major Stafford,” he answered. “Thank you, sir.”
“All available avenues of escape have been blocked. We have them boxed in.”
Five minutes later Stafford’s radio crackled to life. “Major Stafford, this is Black Hawk Alpha. We located the target. We laid down a stream of live fire in front of the truck. It has stopped. We can see two men in the front of the vehicle. No one else visible at this time, sir. Holding here until you arrive.”
“Affirmative, Black Hawk Alpha. Hold there. How far are you from the gate?”
“Twenty-five clicks, Major.”
“Copy that, Black Hawk Alpha. ETA is fifteen mikes.”
“Clicks and mikes?” Honi asked.
Stafford grinned. “A click is a kilometer, about six tenths of a mile. A mike is a minute.”
Fifteen minutes later they approached the back of the large truck. Camo colored canvas covered the cargo area. The truck was bracketed front and back by the two Black Hawk helicopters. The choppers held a sideward position to the truck, each one with an M-60 machine gun aimed at the vehicle on the road. Stafford, Jake and Honi exited the HUMVEE, weapons drawn. They ran in a crouch and spread out amid the swirling dust and downwash, encircling the truck. The two soldiers in the front of the truck rolled the windows down, and extended their arms out of the openings.
The sound from the helicopters was deafening. Jake motioned for the soldiers inside the truck to exit. The doors opened and the two men slid out of the truck, arms raised in the air. Jake pointed to the ground. The two men dropped to their knees and placed their hands on the top of their heads. Jake and Stafford came up from behind, placed the two men in handcuffs, and patted then down for weapons, while Honi kept them covered.
“That was easy enough,” Stafford said.
“Yeah,” Jake replied. “Too easy.” He went to the back of the covered truck and threw open the canvas. The truck was empty.

CHAPTER 10

Jake, Honi and Major Stafford flew back to Fort Hood on Black Hawk Alpha, while the two prisoners were transported on the second helicopter. Black Hawk Alpha landed in the parking lot in front of the Tactical Command Center. Once inside, they connected to the Infra-Red satellite image General Ward had initiated.
“Okay, here we are,” Stafford said pointing to the heat signature of the HUMVEE at the northwest gate. “Out here is the truck, and here,” Stafford pointed to the two fast-moving heat sources crossing over the gate, “are the two Black Hawk helicopters in pursuit of the truck.”
“But the truck was empty,” Honi said. “Can you back the image out so we can see a wider area?”
“Sure.” Stafford made the adjustments. They stood, examining the complex image that covered 400 square miles.
“Can you keep this view and start the file from the beginning?”
Stafford restarted the image. Five seconds later Honi said, “Run it again.”
He typed in the commands and the image started again.
“Freeze it right there.”
He froze the motion on the image.
“There, on the far right of the screen. What is that?”
“It could be a third helicopter. It’s moving too fast to be on the ground. It’s on the screen for only a few seconds and then it’s out of range.”
Honi pulled her phone and dialed. “Deputy Director Ellington? It’s Honi. Can you contact the NRO and see if they have IR satellite coverage they can send us?” She gave him the GPS coordinates and the time frame. “Thanks.”
Stafford was disconnecting his own phone call. “Radar at the Fort Hood Airfield didn’t record anything. If it’s a helicopter, it was tree-hopping.”
Honi’s phone rang. “Badger.” She listened. “Thank you, sir.” She disconnected. “National Reconnaissance Office file on its way to your secure link.”
Stafford accessed the file and the image appeared on the screen. “Here we are at bunker 127. And here we are, on the way to the northwest gate.” Stafford watched the time stamp. “I made the call about here.” Thirty seconds later the first faint heat signature appeared. “There’s the first Black Hawk, engine spinning up.” A second faint image appeared close to the first. “There’s the second Black Hawk.” The images grew brighter as the engine heat increased.
“Over here,” Honi said. A third image, away from the airfield, appeared and brightened.
Stafford looked at the image closely. “It’s a third Black Hawk.”
“Could it lift the guts to a B83?” Jake asked.
“Yep, no problem.”
“So if they had the bomb for a half hour or more, why did they wait so long to take off?”
“Helicopters are loud. They make a very recognizable sound when they warm up and take off. Teague must have known we would find the bodies and the empty bomb casing. It was just a matter of time. So he planned this little diversion on the same escape route he used with the first warhead, and I fell for it.”
“We all did,” Honi said.
“He knew we would use a team of Black Hawks to track down the truck, so he waited. No one would notice the noise from a third helicopter taking off at the same time. He had to figure it would be night when we found a bomb missing.”
“So where did it go?” Jake asked.
They turned back to the IR satellite display and followed the heat signature due east, off the base and over to a bright string of lights, running north and south, where it merged with the other heat signatures.
“They turned north over the I-35 corridor and slowed down. The helicopter just blends into the heat sources on the highway,” Stafford said. He picked up the phone and dialed. “I want those two F-16s to swing east to the I-35 corridor and then north toward Fort Worth, radar sweep on everything in the air.”
They watched until the IR satellite moved out of range and they lost the helicopter somewhere south of Fort Worth. Stafford checked his watch. “They could be 120 miles away by now, and still moving.”
“Or they could have landed and moved the bomb to another vehicle,” Jake said. He pulled his phone and called his boss. “I need every agent in the Dallas/Fort Worth area woke up, called in, and searching every small airport, hanger or industrial building large enough to land and hide a Black Hawk helicopter.” He listened. “Yes, it’s that important. Are you familiar with the code words PINNACLE and BENT SPEAR?” He paused. “I thought you might be. It’s that important.” He disconnected.
“Now what,” Honi asked.
“Now we get every team of nuclear weapon technicians on the base out there and make sure we aren’t missing any more bombs,” Jake replied.
* * *
The darkness slowly yielded to the light blue of early dawn at Fort Hood as Major Bob Stafford stood, fists on his hips, watching the first of three C-130 cargo planes land and taxi over near the hangers. The back ramp lowered and an aircraft tow vehicle drove up the incline and into the cargo bay. Two minutes later it slowly backed out, its long forward boom attached to a small helicopter. The long blades were folded back over the fuselage and strapped in place.
Jake approached and stood next to Stafford.
“First two of six,” Stafford said. “Your boss knows how to get things done.”
“He does. Nuclear Emergency Support Team, or NEST units.” The helicopters carried a sophisticated sensor package attached to their undercarriage. From a height of 100 to 150 feet, they would sweep back and forth over the search area to locate any radioactive sources or materials. Those identified radioactive locations would then be searched by ground teams.
The flight crew unfolded the blades on the first helicopter as the tow vehicle pulled the second unit from the back of the C-130. The blades were opened and locked into position. The fuel truck approached, stopped and its crew filled the tank on the chopper. The flight crew climbed aboard and started the engine. Sixty seconds later it took to the air and headed north.
* * *
For the last four hours, soldiers from Fort Hood had been mobilized, loaded into troop trucks, and deployed to the Dallas/Fort Worth area, in cooperation with the FBI, to locate the missing nuclear bomb.
The FBI had run several nuclear based exercises over the years partnering with the Air Force, Marines and the Army. Most of the training in the past had been focused on dirty bombs; traditional explosives with a radioactive component. Critics of the training complained that the exercises had been stacked in favor of a positive outcome, for political or public relations reasons. This one, however, was no exercise. This was real. A fully functional thermonuclear bomb, with a 15-mile blast radius, had been stolen. This single device contained enough explosive force to incinerate over 700 square miles in a matter of a few seconds. Dallas and Fort Worth, Texas were the closest targets.
FEMA and Homeland Security were now involved, as well. Evacuating the two cities would only add to the chaos and bring the search to a standstill. Local radio and television stations had been provided with the cover story that a massive exercise was underway, and that this was only a drill; no one was in danger. People were told to remain calm and continue with their daily routine.
“You said we had two potential target cities,” Stafford said. “Now we have two missing nuclear weapons.”
“New York and Washington,” Jake replied.
“So how does Dallas or Fort Worth fit into that scenario?”
“I don’t know. There are just too many things that aren’t adding up.”
“Well, something better start adding up, and pretty damn quick,” Stafford said, staring at Jake. “Because a missing hydrogen bomb is scaring the crap out of me. Not to mention that they stole it right from under my nose. This is as personal as it gets!”
Jake’s phone buzzed: text from Briggs. “All of the airports have been searched. No sign of the Black Hawk.”
Stafford lowered his head and walked slowly back to the HUMVEE. Jake joined him as they returned to the Tactical Command Center. Fort Hood looked almost deserted. Every available soldier was deployed in the search.
“Anything?” Jake asked as he entered the room.
Honi shook her head. “I’ve been going over IR satellite scans from the NRO, and nothing so far. Ellington said the Director of National Intelligence has everybody called in, going over every square inch of our satellite coverage. I hope they find something, because right now, we’re stuck.”
Jake turned to Stafford. “Major, I’m just curious about something. Is there any way we can go back and find out if Secretary Cooper had any input or control over General Teague being assigned to command Fort Hood?”
“I can check. I just don’t see how it’s relevant to what’s happening now.”
“It may not be. But operations of this size don’t get planned overnight. If Teague and the Secretary are connected, it might give us some feel for how far back this whole thing goes.”
Honi’s phone rang. “Badger.” She listened. “Thank you, sir.” She disconnected. “The NRO has identified a large tent in an industrial complex southwest of Fort Worth that wasn’t there yesterday. Here are the GPS coordinates.”
“Thank you,” Stafford said. He grabbed the radio mic and gave the location to the closest search team.
Jake could see the sweat forming on Stafford’s forehead and the increased breathing rate as he watched the seconds on the clock sweep by. Eight minutes and twenty-three seconds later the radio crackled to life.
“UH-60 Black Hawk located. Area secured.”
“Any sign of the device?”
“No sir, no device present. Weapons tech checking for signature now, sir.”
“Come on,” Stafford said quietly. “What are the odds?”
“Confirmation, sir. The device was on board. Small amount of residual radiation. Expanding search area now, sir.”
“So what now?” Honi asked. “How many trucks left Fort Worth in the last six hours?”
“Can’t be more than a thousand, or two,” Stafford said. “Dallas/Fort Worth is a major trucking hub.”
“No,” Jake said. “That’s exactly what Teague wants us to think. He wanted us to believe the bomb was in a truck headed northwest out of the bunker area. He flew the bomb out to the east instead. Now he lands the Black Hawk in an industrial area. No way for a plane to take off. Got to be a truck this time, right?”
“Yeah,” Stafford replied.
Honi smiled. “I get it. Time is critical, so is distance.”
“Exactly. Teague would fly the bomb out. It takes less time and he covers more distance. Small airport, close to the industrial complex, no night crew. What fits that profile?”
Honi typed on the keyboard. “This one,” she said as the sheet slid out of the printer. She handed it to him.
Jake grabbed his phone and called Briggs. “New priority. I want everyone located and interviewed who has a plane or any kind of a connection to this airport.” He gave his boss the details. Jake knew the drill. In a matter of minutes, twenty FBI teams would swarm the small airport, identify everyone associated with the location, prioritize the people, and fan out from there. He had done it so many times himself, he could feel it happening.
“I checked for any connection between Teague and Cooper,” Stafford said. “There’s no direct connection.”
“Then Cooper’s exposing his part in the conspiracy wasn’t because of friendship. He was ordered to do it.”
Jake’s phone chirped. “Hunter.”
He listened and hung up.
“What?” Honi asked.
“Nothing at any of the airports. It had to leave by truck.”
“So where does that leave us?” Honi asked.
“Tell everybody in the Dallas/Fort Worth area to continue the search,” Stafford said. “But I think the bomb is gone, along with Teague and Secretary Cooper.”

CHAPTER 11

Peter Steinmetz hugged his wife, Ileana. “You’ll be safe in the family shelter in Chicago. Our foundation jet will fly you back there.”
“But will you be safe?” she asked.
“Perfectly. I’ll be in the deep underground shelter at work.”
“The children?”
“I’ve arranged everything. They’ll both be safe. They know exactly what to do and when.”
“What about after?”
“I think it’s best if you stay in Chicago. I’ll be there, along with Robert and Gwen before the final event, so don’t worry.”
“You’re sure?”
“Of course I’m sure. I’m going to be needed at work for long hours after the demonstration, so I’m not going to be home much, anyway. Stay with the family and I’ll be there in seventeen days.”
* * *
Meanwhile, in Basement level 6, area 4 of the NSA building Jake and Honi looked at the large screen showing the phone plot for the new project.
“How far back?” Honi asked.
“Just over six months,” Brett said. “Eighty-seven million phone connections and counting.”
“Okay,” Jake said. “I assume this program will continue to run and collect phone connections in the background while we sort the data.”
“Of course.”
“So let’s see who is the most active. Limit the display to connections that repeat six times or more.”
Brett typed on the keyboard. “Whoa, we’re just under twelve thousand connections.”
“Six times a week,” Honi said. “The people who control this thing are probably talking more often than that.”
“Of course they are,” Jake said as he moved closer to the large screen. “Something’s wrong. You said purple connections were for academic institutions?”
“Military to academic, yes,” Brett replied.
“Can you go back to the whole plot?”
Brett clicked away on the keyboard.
“Do you have a color for academic to corporate connections, specifically academic institutions that also are doing work with the military?”
“No. What color would you like?”
“Something related to purple.”
“How about lavender?”
“Sure, but make it for only military/academic/corporate connections.”
Brett typed away. “Kind of a DARPA thing?”
“Yes. Let’s see if there are any Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency type of connections in this phone plot.”
“Done. DARPA type connections are now lavender.”
“Now limit to six or more connections again.” Jake stepped closer to the screen. “They’re almost gone, too. Go back and show us two connections or more.”
“Two or more connections over a week.”
“I expected the majority of those connections to get dropped,” Jake said.
“What are you seeing?” Honi asked.
“We started this phone plot based on criminal activity. Money laundering, gun running, terrorists and drug cartels. I can understand some military connection to gun running, but why are we getting persistent military/academic/corporate connections? This doesn’t make any sense.”
Honi walked away for a moment and returned with Tracy. “We need to correlate the money flow with the phone connection plot.”
“Yes, we do. That’s where we started. With phone calls and money transfers.”
“Okay, guys,” Brett said. “This is going to take some time for me to write the code to combine everything.” He checked his watch. “It’s dinner time. Why don’t you two go and get something to eat from the cafeteria, while Tracy and I put these two databases together.”
* * *
Jake and Honi chose their food and selected a table near the wall. Jake pulled his phone and called Stafford.
“I’m not buying the whole truck thing with Teague. He would move the bomb by airplane. Check with the different Area Control Centers. See if something unusual or out of the ordinary happened.”
He took a sip of coffee. “Yeah. Get back to us. Thanks.”
“So what are you thinking?”
“Teague put the bomb on a truck, right?”
“Right.”
“But a truck is too slow. Army generals like Teague know time is an important commodity — you waste it at your own peril. Somewhere, the bomb went back on an airplane. We just need to figure out where it went from there.”
“Where do you think that will be?”
“I don’t know. I just keep feeling like something huge is standing right in front of us and we can’t see it,” Jake said.
“Like an invisible elephant?” Honi replied. “And all we can see is a little straw?”
“Yeah.”
“I feel it, too. I just can’t figure out what it is.”
“So far, we have the criminal Phoenix Organization, which has infiltrated the military with General Teague and the two missing nuclear weapons. Senator Thornton is involved on the political side. We know several international central banks are involved in massive money transfers using gold bearer bonds that have been around for the last seventy-five years without being honored, but now, finally, they are. It feels like something huge is taking place, but we’re only seeing bits and pieces of it. The problem is, I don’t know where to look for additional pieces.”
“So we’re back to rule number one — follow the money,” Honi said.
They finished their dinner and returned to B6, area 4.
“Good timing,” Brett said. “Combined display coming up now. I changed the military/corporate color to pink and made all of the money connections in shades of green.”
“Green for money,” Jake said.
“Exactly. Dark green for central banks, like the Federal Reserve, medium green for major international banks, and light green for smaller banks and private accounts. All accounts with known criminal or terrorist connections are now circled in bright green.”
Jake studied the display. “The money flow follows the phone connections. Not exactly, though, because like here, and here, there are extra phone connections. But look, the phone connections and the money come back together.”
“This is huge,” Honi said. “It runs all over the world.”
“Yeah. Maybe we’re getting our first look at part of the elephant.”
“What elephant?” Brett asked.
“A figure of speech,” Jake replied.
“I assumed that. If you can give me more of an idea of exactly what you’re looking for, I can find it faster.”
“I wish I could. We’re looking for the Phoenix Organization. It spans the major governments, militaries, financial institutions and universities around the planet.”
“What do all the governments, militaries, financial institutions and universities have in common?” Brett asked.
“Well, they all have substantial amounts of money flowing to them. Beyond that, I have no idea.”
“Okay, what don’t they have in common? When you put a circle around a group of objects, whatever is inside the circle is what they have in common. Whatever is outside the circle is what they don’t have in common. Either method will define the circle.”
“It will, won’t it,” Jake replied. “Honi, do you have a list of all the companies and universities that are working with DARPA?”
“No, but I know where I can get it.” She pulled her phone and called Major Stafford. After a thirty second conversation, she disconnected. “List will be here in a few minutes.”
“What about defense contractors?” Jake asked.
“That list I have.”
“I can compare the defense contractor list to our new database and see what pops,” Brett said.
“Do that,” Honi said.
“Huh. Only two percent overlap.”
Honi’s phone buzzed. “Text from Stafford. I’m forwarding it to you, Brett.”
“Okay, companies and universities working with DARPA. Amount of overlap is… three percent.”
“So the official military industrial complex is outside the circle,” Jake said. “Universities have different departments. Can we determine which departments are being funded from the money flow?”
Tracy typed. “University funding from our criminal Phoenix Organization is going to… that’s odd.”
“What?”
“I was expecting chemistry, or medical, you know, with a drug connection.”
“So where is it going?”
“Thirty-two percent is going to physics, primarily theoretical quantum physics, twenty-one percent to electrical engineering, three percent to chemical engineering, and get this…fifty percent to materials engineering.”
“What does that come to? Sixty eight percent is going to engineering? What is a world-wide criminal organization doing putting all that money into engineering? It doesn’t make any sense.”
“It may,” Honi said. “Look at the screen. The money going into engineering is coming through these corporations, not the government or the military.”
“And what are these corporations? I don’t recognize any of them,” Jake said.
“I’m running them through the database,” Tracy said. “They’re all shell corporations. Five, six, here are some that are seven layers deep. Corporations that own corporations that only own other corporations.”
“Who’s behind it?” Jake asked.
“Six international mega-corporations and eight of the world’s largest banks.”
“Does that list include the Vatican bank?”
“It does.”
“Okay, how much money has gone into these universities?”
“Over what period of time?”
“Can you go back ten years?”
“Sure,” Tracy said. “Over the last ten years…two point eight trillion dollars.”
“Two point eight trillion?” Jake almost shouted. “On engineering?”
“Yes.”
“This money comes through essentially criminal enterprises.” He turned to Honi. “Can you get Ken Bartholomew in here on this? We need what he knows.”
Honi called Pettigrew and made the request. “We’ll know in half an hour.”
“I’m just curious,” Jake said. “Anybody know how much it cost us to put a man on the moon?”
“Twenty-five point four billion dollars,” Tracy said. “But those are 1973 dollars. Today you’d be looking at 200 billion.”
“I just wanted a sense of scale. If we could do the engineering, the building and the testing to put a man on the moon for, in today’s dollars, 200 billion, what are they building for 14 times that amount of money just for the engineering?”
“They’re building something?” Honi said.
“Yes. The man-on-the-moon project was the biggest and most advanced project on the planet at that time. Whatever they’re building is not only huge by comparison, it’s also incredibly advanced.”
“How do you know that?”
“Because that’s what you get for that kind of money in engineering. The next question is who is doing the building and testing, and where? Plus, what are they doing with two nuclear weapons?”
Honi’s phone buzzed. She looked at the screen. “We have to go. Stafford just found the plane used to move the hydrogen bomb.”
“Where?”
“Los Angeles.”

CHAPTER 12

The FBI jet landed at the Los Alamitos Joint Forces Training Base in Long Beach, California in the late afternoon. A UH-60 Black Hawk helicopter was waiting for them. The twenty-minute helicopter flight took them just to the north of due east over Anaheim and through the mountain pass to the Corona Municipal Airport. Army soldiers swarmed the small airfield and Jake spotted one of the NEST equipped helicopters working the surrounding neighborhoods.
“This is the plane. The airport reported it abandoned and unregistered this morning,” Stafford said as Jake and Honi walked over to him. “Residual radiation from the B83 is present in the cargo area.”
“How long has it been here?” Jake asked.
“Arrived sometime between midnight and dawn. Maintenance supervisor left at twelve and it wasn’t here then. There’s no control tower, so nobody actually saw the plane land. Landing lights are turned on by accessing a radio frequency from the plane.”
“You think Los Angeles is the target?”
“Three point eight million people inside the blast radius. Second largest city in the country. It would be a logical choice.”
“Doesn’t Los Angeles have a nuclear sensor system in place?” Honi asked.
“It does,” Stafford replied. “All main highways in and out of LA have radiation sensors. The problem is that this airport is inside the sensor ring.”
“So we would know if it left. But not if it stayed.”
“That’s the working theory. Until we can prove it’s not here, we have to assume it is.”
“Are there sensors downtown?”
“Yes. But only on the main streets where heavy truck traffic would run. The guts to the B83 could be moved in the bed of a heavy pickup truck. If you knew where the sensors were, you could simply drive around them.”
“Do you think General Teague would know where the sensors were placed?” Jake asked.
“Every damned one.”
“How much time do you think we have to find the bomb?”
“No clue. It’s a matter of people and technology. By tonight, we will have three thousand people with radiation sensors sweeping through the city, starting at the center and working their way out. The sensor has to be within one hundred feet of the device in order to pick up the radiation. Given enough time, if it’s here, we will find it. Teague must know that. If he’s going to use the weapon, it’s going to be sooner rather than later.”
“So we could all be vaporized at any time?” Honi asked.
“Not here. The mountain will protect us from the blast, but on the other side? Nothing will remain.”
“Who does the search and who stays here?”
“My orders and your orders are to run the operation from here. Only volunteers will man the sensors and do the search in the blast radius.”
“And how many volunteers do we have?”
Stafford looked at her. “Between the military and all the federal, state and local agencies and law enforcement involved, we have thirty thousand volunteers nationwide. We’ve got enough people. I just don’t know if we have enough time.”
“What about the media. They have to be all over this.”
“They are, but at least they’re cooperating with us. This is being portrayed as another massive inter-agency exercise, an extension of what we did in the Dallas/Fort Worth area.”
Stafford took his hat off and wiped the sweat off his bald head with the palm of his right hand. The expression on his face was barely restrained fury. “Nobody does this in our own back yard and gets away with it. Nobody!”
An army officer approached. “Sensor teams have cleared the city center offices. All clean, sir.”
“Thank you.”
Jake looked over at the plane. “Do we know where it came from?”
“No,” Stafford said. “I ran the tail number — it’s fake. So is the FedEx paint job. All FedEx planes are accounted for and verified.”
“What about the onboard navigation system?”
“Not working. Someone put a bullet through it.”
“Is it okay if I take a look inside?”
“Sure. Both CID and FBI crime scene technicians have finished with it.”
Jake walked toward the plane and looked it over. He wandered around the outside, stopping to examine all of the details of the plane. There were spots of dirt, or dust, stuck in places that didn’t get as much airflow during flight, like in the recesses for the door handles and latching mechanisms. He wiped his finger through the dust and rubbed them together. Gritty, he thought. Not fine dust like you’d get with farmland. There’s a sand component, but not as coarse as beach sand. Interesting.
The side door was open. He climbed inside the cargo compartment. There was more space in there than he would have imagined. He couldn’t stand up straight because of the low ceiling. The cargo area and the flight deck were separated by a U-shaped panel and thick nylon straps. He hopped back out and opened the left front door. He pulled himself up and sat in the pilot’s seat. There were three 10-inch displays across the front, plus dials, gauges, buttons, switches and controls. He wondered what might have been going through the mind of the person who flew the plane with a hydrogen bomb in the back. He couldn’t imagine.
The opposite door opened and Honi scrambled in and sat in the co-pilot seat.
“Figure anything out?”
“Yeah, the pilot didn’t have a lot of civil air experience — probably military; which would make sense. He disabled the onboard navigation system by shooting it. But the onboard system is only part of a larger operation. You can’t fly anywhere in the country without showing up on somebody’s control board.”
Jake used his phone to locate the number and called LAX.
“This is FBI Special Agent Hunter. I need to talk with your Air Traffic Control Supervisor.” He waited. “Yes, I’m at the Corona Municipal Airport. I’m sitting in a Cessna, like the kind used by FedEx. It arrived sometime between midnight and six this morning. It is relatively new, so it’s probably Automatic Dependent Surveillance-Broadcast equipped. Can you give me the identifying information on that plane?”
“But this is Corona, not LAX,” Honi said.
“It’s still inside the LA Area Control Center. They’ll know.”
Jake pulled out his notebook and a pen. “Yes, repeat that again, please. It’s a Cessna 208 Caravan. Okay, and the tail number? Thank you.”
He finished writing down the information.
“Now we have the correct tail number. We know the bomb left Dallas/Fort Worth and ended up here in LA. The next place to check is the Area Control Center in Albuquerque. They had to cross through that area on their way here.”
He completed the second call and turned toward Honi.
“Albuquerque issued an MSAW night before last to this plane, which was ignored.”
“A what?”
“Minimum Safe Altitude Warning. The pilot of this plane landed it where there is no airport.”
“Where?”
“Northwest New Mexico.”
They both jumped out of the plane and ran over to Stafford.
Honi called Ellington at the NSA. “It’s Honi. I need the NRO to focus on this GPS coordinate in New Mexico, twenty-five mile radius. Scour every square yard. See if anything unusual is going on there.” She listened. “Yes,” she replied. “Probable connection to the BENT SPEAR operation. Thank you.” She disconnected.
Jake nervously paced around the command area for twenty minutes, a deep frown on his features. He occasionally looked up into the dark sky. He suddenly stopped and returned to Honi and Stafford. “I think the plane in LA is a diversion. I think they dropped the B83 off in New Mexico and flew the empty plane here. They disabled the avionics package thinking we wouldn’t know where they had been, and left us to panic.”
“We still have to check everything out,” Stafford said. “We have to make sure that the bomb isn’t here.”
“Of course you do. But Agent Badger and I have to get to New Mexico. Tonight.”
* * *
Jake and Honi were transported by Black Hawk helicopter back to the Los Alamitos Joint Forces Training Base in Long Beach, and from there the FBI jet took them to Kirtland Air Force Base near Albuquerque, New Mexico. Briggs had arranged to have the FBI’s elite Hostage Rescue Team (HRT) join them at Kirtland, along with a NEST unit. At 3:00 a.m. Jake held the briefing.
“As you may be aware, this is a BENT SPEAR level operation. We are missing a 1.2 megaton thermonuclear bomb. We believe it was put on a truck in Fort Worth, driven to Wichita Falls, put on a Cessna 208 Caravan and then transferred to another vehicle somewhere in this northwest corridor of New Mexico. The NRO has analyzed the entire area from satellite images and IR scans. They have identified this area as having an unusual amount of tire marks compared to the surrounding terrain. They have also identified what looks like a landing strip. The area is remote and not secured. We are looking for any and all radioactive trace material and any signs of unusual activity. Any questions?”
“Yes,” an HRT member spoke up. “What do you consider unusual activity?”
Jake looked at the large map on the wall behind him and then back to the HRT member. “Where we’re going, if it has two legs or leaves tire marks, it’s unusual.”
“Got it, sir.”
“Time is critical, gentlemen. Let’s load up.”
Jake and Honi put on the bullet-resistant vests supplied to them and picked up the M-16 rifles and ammo clips. The search team climbed into the three UH-60 Black Hawk helicopters, which took off, heading west-northwest in the predawn darkness. Their flight took them north of Gallup and into the low, scrub-covered Chuska Mountains, with a maximum altitude of 10,000 feet.
The darkness gave way to a gray diffused light as dawn approached. The terrain recognition software built into the UH-60 Black Hawk navigation system quickly identified a make-shift airstrip in a shallow valley. The three helicopters landed on the north end of the runway. The search team climbed out of the Black Hawks and spread out with weapons, ready to secure the area. Once the helicopter blades stopped and the dust settled, Jake listened intently for any sound. Only dead silence remained.
Jake, Honi and the search team slowly made their way down the dirt runway. Jake paused, reached down, picked up a pinch of the dirt and rubbed it between his fingers. Gritty. The same feel as the dust on the FedEx 208 Caravan. This is where it landed.
On the south end of the runway they found truck tire tracks leading up an incline to the right. A primitive road had been roughly carved out of the side of the valley. Half a mile up the slope was a widened flat area with a rock wall on the west side. The truck tracks pulled east, almost to the edge, swiveled, and backed up to the rock wall. Except the tracks didn’t stop several feet from the wall, as Jake expected; they went right under the wall.
“It’s a door,” Jake said. “It opens.”
Jake could now see that the generally flat nature of the wall was artificially constructed. He took his knuckles and rapped softly on the door. Fiberglass. Nice job. If I wasn’t standing right in front of it, I would have missed it. The door was about twelve feet high and thirty feet wide. Three members of the HRT grabbed the bottom of the door and pulled. The door started to open as the other HRT members dropped to the ground and aimed their rifles inside the enclosed space. The door continued to open and folded back inside the carved-out space near the ceiling. The space was empty, approximately fourteen feet high, thirty feet deep and thirty feet wide. The walls appeared to be solid rock and the floor was clean poured concrete. It was a man-made cave.
Jake found four light metallic scrape marks on the floor, each spaced fifteen feet apart in a perfect square pattern. “I want samples of the metal for analysis.”
The NEST unit carefully swept the enclosed area with their radiation sensors.
“B83 radiation signature,” one of the technicians reported. “The device was here.”
Another technician adjusted the settings on his equipment and walked slowly over the concrete area once again. He went back to the center of the area, adjusted his equipment again and started crawling around on the floor, his sensor a quarter of an inch above the pavement. Jake walked over to him.
“What have you got?”
The technician looked up at Jake with a worried expression. “Not here,” he whispered.
Jake raised his eyebrows and gave the man an inquisitive look.
“Give me a minute,” he said quietly.
Jake stepped back and continued to study the enclosed area. The logical thing was to fly the B83 out, but what kind of aircraft would fit in here? It was too short for a helicopter, and no way for a fixed-wing aircraft to get to the runway. The wings wouldn’t fit down the narrow road. Plus, the only tracks in the dirt were from the truck. More and more of the facts in this investigation just weren’t adding up.
The NEST technician stood up and walked out of the wide cave and motioned Jake to follow him. Jake motioned for Honi to join them. The three of them walked a quarter mile down the dirt road without saying a word. The technician stopped and turned to face Jake and Honi.
“Look,” he said quietly. “I know this may sound crazy to you, but you’ve got to listen. My name is Grigori Andropov. I’ve got a PhD in quantum physics. Agent Badger, you can check my security clearance when we get back inside cell phone coverage, that may help convince you that what I’m about to tell you is true. The military calls me out on special investigations. Things that are never meant to become public. I need you to keep that confidence. My life depends on it. I work under the name of Russell Stevens. My specialty is exotic radioactive materials and how they are affected by quantum fields.”
“Where did you get your PhD?” Jake asked.
“St. Petersburg Polytechnic University.”
Honi nodded. “It’s on the list.”
“So what did you find?”
“The B83 radioactive signature is there, alright. It’s on the surface of the concrete all around the room, except the center section is mixed with another radioactive substance.”
“A second weapon?”
Andropov shook his head. “Not a weapon, an energy source. It doesn’t even appear on our periodic table of elements. Theoretically, it’s element 115. I’ve seen this pattern before at different sites where the military sent me to investigate.”
“What kind of sites?”
Andropov hesitated. “UFO landing sites.”
“What?” Jake said, stepping back from Andropov. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”
“Really? UFO landing sites?” Honi asked.
Andropov nodded. “They’re real. I’ve seen them on the ground, too. When they take off, they leave a very distinctive energy pattern with residual radiation, just like you have in that cave.”
Jake was still skeptical. “And the four metallic scrapes on the floor?”
“Similar to the strut and pad pattern I’ve seen at other landing sites.”
Jake breathed out heavily. “So where is the B83?”
“I wish I had an answer for you. What I was working on was highly compartmentalized and very specialized.”
“Would you be willing to come into the NSA and work with us?” Honi asked.
“Maybe. I report directly to General Davies, no one else. If he wants me to be there, I’ll work with you. Otherwise…”
“General Roger L. Davies, Commanding General of the United States Army Forces Command?.That General Davies?”
Andropov nodded. “He’s the one who put me in your NEST unit. No one else knows, and I need it to stay that way.”
Jake glanced at Honi. She gave a quick nod. “Okay. It stays that way.”
They walked back and joined the group in the cave.
“A truck obviously carried the bomb from the FedEx plane to the cave. The radioactive residue is clearly present,” a member of the NEST unit said.
“If the truck brought the bomb to the cave, where is it?” another NEST member argued. “And if the truck left with the bomb and drove it away, why go to the cave at all? Why not just leave directly from the plane?”
Another member said, “There must have been something in the cave that someone needed. That’s why they drove to the cave. To pick up the other object.”
But someone else argued, “Why not put that object in the truck first and then leave directly from the plane?”
A fourth member of the six-man NEST unit stated, “If all the truck did was pick something up from the cave, the residual radiation wouldn’t be all over the floor. That would happen only if the B83 was physically unloaded from the truck.”
Andropov wandered around with his sensor, ignoring the on-going argument.
Jake and Honi stepped away from the cave. “So what do you think?” Honi asked.
“About what Andropov said?”
She nodded.
“Frankly, I don’t know what to think. The official position is that UFOs don’t exist, but apparently they do.”
“I’ve seen reports. Malmstrom Air Force Base, Montana, March of 1967. A UFO flew over the base, hovered over the ICBM silos and shut everything down. All of the nuclear weapons were deactivated. It took months to get all the systems working again. The Russians have had similar experiences. So have NATO and the British. In every encounter, the nuclear weapons were deactivated, and the entire control system had to be replaced. If a UFO was involved here, why take the weapon? Why not deactivate it and leave it behind, like they have done in the past? Again, just too many things aren’t adding up.”
Jake wandered over to the edge of the hill. “I can’t believe I’m having to deal with UFOs now. An hour ago, I couldn’t have imagined such a development. What do we tell Stafford?”
Honi shrugged. “We know it wasn’t on the FedEx plane. It was unloaded here.”
“And put on a UFO? Is that what we tell Stafford?”
Honi shook her head. “Even if it’s true, I don’t think we can tell him that.”
Jake looked into the emerging dawn light, breathed deeply and tried to refocus his mind. “But that doesn’t mean it didn’t get to LA by some other means. The weapon being here in the past isn’t conclusive. It could be anywhere now.”
“Either way, I think Stafford needs to complete his search. He has to make sure it isn’t there.”
“Agreed. But that doesn’t get us any closer to where it actually is. Hell, it could be anywhere.”
“It could. What piques my curiosity is why and how Andropov got placed in our NEST unit.”
“By General Davies. He obviously knows something that we don’t. When are we going to find that out?”

CHAPTER 13

When Jake and Honi returned to the NSA building later that afternoon, Ken Bartholomew was waiting for them in the lobby.
“So why am I here?” Ken asked.
“We’ve got some money issues for you to help us explain,” Honi said.
Once down in B6, area 4, Jake and Honi showed Ken the display for the new project. Brett explained the color code and the correlations they had made so far. Ken studied the display for a few minutes.
“How do I get more information from the display?” Ken asked.
“It’s interactive,” Brett said. “Touch any node on the screen.”
Ken walked over to the display and touched one of the dark green spots. A rectangle popped up identifying the Central European Bank, its location, and eight menu options, including ledger sheet, account balances, transfers and reserves. Ken touched the upper right corner of the rectangle and the information disappeared.
“And all of this is some kind of a criminal enterprise?” Ken asked.
“Yes,” Honi replied.
“This is huge.”
“Yes, it is,” Honi replied. “It runs through every country in the world.”
“I didn’t mean that kind of huge, but yeah, that, too. Just being able to correlate all of this information is amazing. But you’re missing something important.”
“Like what?” Brett asked.
“There’s an underground economy that dwarfs what you have here. People deal with gold, silver and cash all of the time. They just don’t use banks.”
“Like General Teague and his shipping container,” Jake said.
“Exactly. You don’t have any of that on your display.”
“That’s because the information’s not available,” Honi said.
“Actually, a good portion of it is,” Ken said. “The Secret Service has been building its own database to assist with counterfeiting investigations. We also track gold and silver transactions. I bet you don’t have the Bank of International Settlements in Geneva on your system, do you?”
Brett typed and looked at the display. “No, we don’t.”
“There’s a whole system of bullion banks that deal only with gold, platinum and silver. No paper money, no credit, no electronic transfers — just the physical precious metals in bullion and coins,” Ken said. “I can get you that database.”
“Please do,” Honi said. “The sooner, the better.”
“If you’ll escort me out, I can have that for you in an hour.”
“I’ll go with him,” Jake said.
* * *
When Jake and Ken returned an hour later, Grigori Andropov was waiting in the lobby of the NSA building. Jake approached him and glanced at his ID card clipped to his shirt pocket, unsure of what name he was using.
“Russell, good to see you again. This is Ken Bartholomew from the Secret Service.”
The two men shook hands as Honi came walking over.
“Everybody ready to go to work? Then, let’s go.” She led them down to B6, area 4 and introduced the new member to Brett and Tracy.
“Here’s where we need your help,” Jake said. “If I understand correctly, you were here.” Jake pointed to the university from which Andropov graduated. “Thirty-two percent of the money went into theoretical quantum physics.”
“All of these other universities were also working on this project?” Andropov asked.
“Yes. But it wasn’t all physics. Twenty-one percent of the money went to electrical engineering, three percent to chemical engineering, and fifty percent went into materials engineering.”
Andropov staggered and grabbed onto a cubical partition. Brett rushed into another cubical and got a chair.
“Sit,” Brett said. “Are you okay?”
Andropov sat down. “I was told all of the work I did was primarily theoretical, pure research. I didn’t know about the engineering. I guess I should have known, with all of the ‘what if’ scenarios they asked. And then there were times I was stumped, and they guided me in a new direction. I just thought they were working with other physicists. I never dreamed they were actually building one.”
“Building one what?” Jake asked.
“An anti-gravity drive spacecraft,” Andropov replied.
“A what?”
“In the past, all of our satellites and spacecraft have used liquid propellants to create motion or maintain position. The fuel takes up a crippling volume, not to mention the weight. Think of the solid rocket boosters and the giant main fuel tank that were needed to push your Space Shuttle up into orbit.”
“Okay,” Jake replied.
“Now imagine if you could use a very strong static electrical charge to manipulate the gravitational field in front of, and behind a space craft, such that if literally falls in a direction that you control,” Andropov explained.
“You mean you could make something fall up?”
“Faster than you can imagine,” Andropov replied.
“How did you find out about this?” Honi asked.
“I left the university ten years ago. That’s when General Davies recruited me. I didn’t learn until well after I started working for the General that such a thing could exist.”
“I have what may be a strange question,” Ken said. Andropov looked up at him. “Did all of the money for equipment, materials and people go through the university account, or were there freebies?”
“We had very expensive equipment,” Andropov said. “If it was available on the market, it went through the university funding account. But we also had some exotic custom-made instruments. Those were just dropped off in the middle of the night. No paperwork, no records. They were supposedly ‘on loan,’ but I don’t know where you would get something like that to loan to anybody. They were very specific, custom-made instruments.”
“Did you receive any cash payments?” Ken asked.
Andropov glanced around.
“It’s okay,” Honi said. “We’re not the IRS. We just need to understand how the system worked.”
“Every major advance I made was rewarded with a cash bonus,” Andropov said. “Substantial sums. I believe the university also received cash bonuses. Nobody said anything, of course, but I believe everybody knew it was off the books.”
“And the money that went into the university funding account?” Ken asked.
“I don’t know the details,” Andropov said. “But I was led to believe the funds were grants from various corporations. You know, tax write-offs, that sort of thing.”
“I have the database loaded from the disc you brought, Ken,” Brett said. “Precious metals are represented by the color gold on the display.”
“Same flow as the money,” Honi said.
“But restricted to the financial organizations,” Jake said.
A large red strobe light started flashing from the ceiling and an ear-piercing alarm of some kind sounded. “Full stop” came over the PA system. “Emergency backup in progress. Everything will shut down automatically in three minutes.”
“What’s going on?” Jake asked.
“Something serious,” Honi said. “First time this has happened since I’ve been here.”
“What do we do?” Jake asked.
“Full stop means stop using everything. No computers, no phones, no radios and especially no elevators,” Honi replied.
“The whole building is going to shut down?” Jake asked incredulously.
“Yes,” Honi replied. “Don’t try to go anywhere. Just stay right where you are!”
“Automatic shut down in two minutes and thirty seconds.” came over the PA.
Jake looked around. “There has to be something we can do.”
Honi shook her head. “Emergency backup is an automated process. We have to wait until it’s complete.”
Jake paced nervously up and down the aisle. The countdown continued and changed to individual numbers with ten seconds left. At zero, all of the computers, screens and displays went dark.
“Now what?” Jake asked.
Almost in response, the voice on the PA answered, “Initiate EMP Protocol.”
Jake looked at Honi. This was the first time he had seen anything approaching panic on her face. Every employee in the room began yanking cords out and dropping them on the floor.
“Electro-Magnetic Pulse?” Jake asked. “Like in the weapon?”
“Yes,” Honi said. “Hurry, we don’t have much time!”
“Doesn’t cutting the power break all of the connections to the grid?” Jake asked.
“No,” Brett said, as he yanked cords from their receptacles. “It’s the ground wires. They remain connected.”
“Unplug everything!” Honi shouted. Jake, Ken and Andropov jumped into activity. There were thousands of connections within the building, including several hundred in area 4 alone. “Come on,” Honi shouted. “Faster!”
“Building power down in twenty seconds.” came over the PA.
“Jake, next cubical over!” Honi shouted. “Ken, that one over there!”
Andropov ran to another empty cubical and started unplugging every cable.
“Unplug the phones!” Honi shouted. “Unplug everything — now!”
“Are we under attack?” Jake asked.
“Yes,” she shouted. “We have to protect as much equipment as we can!”
Jake and other people scrambled from one cubical to another, under desks, behind file cabinets, unplugging every cord they could find.
Then, when the voice counting down on the PA system reached zero, the room went black.
“Everyone sit where you are,” Honi shouted. “Do not attempt to move.”
Jake moved his hands around, locating the cubical wall. He waved a hand in front of him as he worked his way into the aisle and back to where he last heard Honi’s voice. When he got there he whispered, “Honi?”
“What did I say?” she whispered back. “Don’t move around.”
“Do you think the nuclear bomb caused this? I mean, if it was high up in the atmosphere, it would cause an EMP,” Jake whispered.
“If it did,” she whispered back. “We wouldn’t have had any warning. Whatever is happening came with some warning.”
“Why are you whispering?” Brett asked.
No one answered.
“Good point,” Jake finally said in his normal voice.
That seemed to trigger conversations all over the room. People turned on the light function on their cell phones and began collecting in a group centered around Honi. A few minutes later, the stairwell door opened and a person entered the room carrying a flashlight.
“I’ve got some flashlights and some news,” Sebastian Pettigrew said as he walked over to the group.
“So what happened?” Honi asked.
“Major solar storm,” Pettigrew said. “They were in the middle of shutting the grid down when it hit. By then, it was too late to save everything. Unlike a severe weather storm that knocks down trees and powerlines, this kind of storm burns out electrical generators and transformers and melts wires. We shut down when the initial warning went out, just to be safe. Turned out to be a good thing.”
“How long is this supposed to last?” Honi asked.
“The initial warning said 12 to 24 hours, so we’re going to be here a while. We’ve been advised to stay inside the building — possible radiation hazard from solar particles bombarding the atmosphere. The cafeteria will be open in an hour — sandwiches and cold drinks. No electricity to warm anything up, though.”
“What about the water supply?” Honi asked. “Isn’t that powered by electricity?”
“Mostly,” Pettigrew replied. “But we do have water towers. Just conserve as best as you can.”
“Okay,” Honi said. “We’ll be up in an hour.”
Pettigrew handed out several flashlights and left.
“Why did we have to unplug everything?” Jake asked.
“I can help answer that,” Andropov said. “The electrical grid uses the mineralized water under the soil as a common conductor for almost every electrical circuit. It’s a lot cheaper than running extra wires. When we have a large storm on the sun, such as this one, a huge amount of charged particles, ejected from the sun, swarm the magnetic field around the earth. The magnetic flux lines of the magnetosphere separate the charged particles into positive and negative, one going to the North Magnetic Pole and the other to the South. As these charged particles flood into the earth at the poles, massive electric current flows take place in the mineralized water underground in nature’s attempt to neutralize the electrical forces between the poles.
“That water, unfortunately, is part of the electrical grid, and every ground wire on every electrical device connects to it. That massive current flow also travels through the wires on the grid, destroying transformers and melting wires because of the gigantic surge of electrical energy. The flow continues as long as the charged particles are flowing into the North and South Magnetic Poles.”
“So 12 to 24 hours of these huge electrical flows in the ground?” Jake asked.
“Yes,” Andropov replied. “If an electrical device isn’t plugged in, the flow can’t affect it. That’s why we unplugged everything. When the charged particle flow stops, we can plug everything back in and resume our work.”
“How do we know what actually happens,” Jake asked. “Has this happened before?”
“Yes,” Andropov explained. “The Carrington event, September first and second, 1859. Fortunately, at that time the only system of extended wires was the telegraph, which experienced electrical overloads, and the occasional fire caused by electrical arcing.”
“So how bad is the damage from this storm going to be?” Jake asked.
Andropov shrugged. “Find out when it’s over.”
An hour later, they went up the stairs to the cafeteria for sandwiches and cold drinks.
It’s comforting to see daylight again, Jake thought. He walked over to the window and looked around. No one was outside: no traffic, no people, no noise. It seemed strangely peaceful. Jake glanced at his watch to see what time it was, since all the wall clocks had stopped when the power was shut off at 4:16 that afternoon. He looked at the countdown watch: 16 days, 22 hours, 33 minutes and 4 seconds to go.
Almost seventeen days, Jake thought. Why does seventeen days sound so familiar? He looked at Honi and frowned. Dr. Spencer, he thought. What did he say about seventeen days? Honi looked over at him and started walking in his direction. The first solar storm was seventeen days before the aurora Honi saw.
“You look worried,” Honi said. “What’s wrong?”
“How many days ago did you see the aurora in the sky?” Jake asked.
“About two weeks ago, why?”
“Not about,” Jake replied. “I need to know exactly how many days ago it happened.”
Honi thought for a moment. “Seventeen days ago, why?”
Jake looked again at the strange watch. “The countdown watch has just short of seventeen days to go. We’re having a huge solar storm hit the planet right now. Seventeen days ago was another solar storm — weaker, but a direct hit on the planet. Seventeen days before that was another solar storm, a near miss. This isn’t random — it isn’t natural. The ‘Event’ Sylvia Cuthbert talked about happens in seventeen days. In seventeen days we all die.”
“What are you talking about?” Honi asked.
“The threat isn’t from the missing hydrogen bomb, it’s from the sun,” Jake said.

CHAPTER 14

“We have to talk to Dr. Spencer right away!” Jake said.
“We can’t,” Honi replied. “No phone service, no electricity. We don’t even know where he would be. Even if it were safe to go outside, which it isn’t, where would we go to find him?”
“I know where he lives,” Jake said.
“But the storm happened during the workday. He probably wouldn’t have been home. He would have gone to a shelter somewhere. We just don’t know where. As soon as the storm dies down, the cell towers will go back up and we can call him. Until then, there’s nothing we can do.”
* * *
Late that evening word of the brilliant aurora in the night sky spread through the NSA building. Technicians had gone outside with radiation sensors. Because the earth was turned away from the sun at night, it was safe to go outside. Jake and Honi joined the flood of people pouring out into the parking lot to look at the sky.
“Is this what it looked like seventeen days ago?” Jake asked.
“No,” Honi replied. “That was a mixture of reds, blues and greens. This is so much brighter and it’s almost all white in color. This is bright enough where it’s not even dark out. Look, you can read the signs on the reserved parking spaces, and it’s…” Honi checked her watch. “Jake, it’s midnight, and it’s not dark. It’s more like twilight.”
“This is amazing,” Jake said. “I’ve never even heard of anything like this happening before.”
“It has,” Andropov said as he walked over. “During the Carrington event, gold miners out in the mountains of California woke up in the middle of the night and started fixing breakfast — thinking daybreak was taking place. That’s where the term comes from, you know — Aurora, the Roman Goddess of dawn. People in the cities could read the newspaper by the light of the aurora.”
“This is so beautiful,” Jake said. “How often does something like this happen?”
“On this level?” Andropov asked. “Every hundred to two hundred years. We get extended auroras with some maximum sunspot cycles, so that’s not so unusual.”
“But we’re at a sunspot minimum,” Jake said. “We’re not supposed to have solar storms at all.”
“I know,” Andropov said, his head lowered. “I just hope and pray that the research I did wasn’t a part of this, but I suspect it was.”
“What makes you think that?” Jake asked.
“The growth of technology has been stunning, but I’m afraid humans haven’t grown anywhere near where they need to be to use the new science responsibly.”
“You think we’re going to blow ourselves up with nuclear weapons?” Jake asked.
“I did believe that at one point. But in recent years I’ve discovered we are not alone. We have friends, shall we say, in high places?”
“You mean…” Jake pointed up into the night sky with his index finger in front of him.
“Yes. The ancients called them ‘the watchers.’ I have seen evidence of an ancient nuclear war that took place where India is now. I think our friends up there are trying to avoid a recurrence of that dreadful event, but that’s just one man’s opinion.”
“I would like to believe that,” Jake said.
“I would too,” Honi added.
* * *
At ten the following morning the power came back on and people started reconnecting all of the cables, cords and phones in the NSA building. Jake tried using Honi’s cell phone.
“Cell towers are up,” he said. He dialed Dr. Spencer and arranged a time to meet. His bureau car in the parking lot started without a problem, but it didn’t take long to discover that the traffic lights weren’t working. What should have been a thirty minute trip turned into four hours of honking horns, screaming motorists, frazzled tempers and slowly creeping cars.
“I’m so sorry we’re late,” Jake said as he and Honi finally arrived at the Space Studies Board.
“Not to worry,” Dr. Spencer replied. “There are much bigger problems to attend to than being delayed in traffic, though I don’t know that traffic would be an appropriate term. Traffic implies vehicles in motion, does it not?”
“Well it was, and it wasn’t,” Jake said. “The solar storm — how bad is the damage?”
“Yes, yes,” Dr. Spencer replied. “It was bad. As you can see, we are still without electrical power. Just how bad the damage is will take several days to ascertain, I’m afraid.”
“What about the earth’s magnetic shield?” Jake asked urgently.
“The strength of the magnetosphere?” Dr. Spencer asked.
“Yes. Compared to ten years ago?”
“Magnetic flux varies from place to place, as you well know, but on average, we have dropped below thirty percent of normal strength. This is certainly a very disturbing development.”
“Where will it be in two weeks?” Jake asked.
“In two weeks? Oh, I don’t know. The flux field has been dropping so precipitously, it would be difficult to be precise.”
“Ball park,” Jake demanded.
Dr. Spencer looked at Jake, worry etched into his aging features.
“Best guess?” Jake asked more politely.
“Five to ten percent. Maybe a little less.”
“And if we were hit by another solar storm like this one?”
Dr. Spencer shook his head. “That would be bad.”
“How bad?”
“Well, not catastrophic,” Dr. Spencer said. “I mean many people would survive. Not all, certainly. Many would die from radiation exposure — primarily people without effective radiation shelters.”
“What would constitute an effective radiation shelter?”
“Anything underground — a cave.”
Dr. Spencer wandered away from Jake and Honi a little. He seemed very distracted.
“Something’s bothering you, Dr. Spencer. What is it?” Jake asked.
“I’m worried. Very worried.”
“About?”
“Something is horribly wrong,” he said. “I’ve been watching the activity on the surface of the sun. The only activity has been the three CMEs that have come at us, each one exactly seventeen days apart. Nothing else has happened — no other disturbances, no fluctuations, nothing.” Dr. Spencer turned back to face Jake and Honi. “I know it doesn’t make any sense, but the only conclusion I can come to is that the CMEs have been artificially generated. I just don’t know how that could be done. I mean the timing is just too precise. Three solar storms in a row — exactly seventeen days apart? Come on!”
“And somehow,” Jake added. “Whoever has managed to do this, has found a way to make the storm bigger and more dangerous.”
“Yes, yes,” Dr. Spencer said. “It’s as if someone is trying to kill the Earth.”
“Would a 1.2 megaton hydrogen bomb be big enough to create a large CME?” Jake asked.
Dr. Spencer raised his right hand to his chin, stroking his whiskers as he thought. “Yes, yes,” he replied. “That would be more than enough. But that can’t work.”
“Why not?” Jake asked.
“Because the detonation would have to be on the surface of the sun, and the bomb would melt long before you could get it there. It wouldn’t work.”
“One last question,” Jake said. “How long did it take the CME to get from the sun to planet earth?”
Dr. Spencer referred to his notes. “Seventeen point six hours.”
Jake and Honi left and worked their way back to Alexandria and the NSA building.
“So what are you thinking?” Honi asked.
“I think someone has found a way to intentionally create an Extinction Level Event, ‘the Event’ Sylvia Cuthbert referred to, and we have less than sixteen days to stop it.”
* * *
While Jake and Honi were in D.C., they stopped in to update Briggs.
“This is extremely disturbing,” Briggs said. “You think Senator Thornton is involved with this mysterious group?”
“From what we can tell at this point, there are at least three different levels to the Phoenix Organization.” Jake said. “The lowest level is organized crime — the drug cartels, the Russian mob, the Yakuza, possibly the Chinese Triad. The middle level includes people like General Teague and Senator Thornton — people embedded within the governmental and military structure. The top level involves people at the highest levels of the financial sector — the central banks, large international banks and highly placed members of Wall Street.”
“Any idea who is running the whole thing?” Briggs asked.
“It may not be structured that way,” Jake replied. “In government and law enforcement, it’s a top down, hierarchal organization. My sense is the arrangement was born out of necessity, rather than a fixed plan. Money and a desire for power and control is the glue that holds the Phoenix Organization together.”
“So no cohesive or ethnic membership we can trace?” Briggs asked.
Jake shook his head. “Not that I can see at this point, which means there has to be some degree of mistrust between the different sectors of the Phoenix Organization.”
“But what you’re suggesting is typically a long-term divide-and-conquer strategy. We have, what, fifteen days?” Briggs replied. “There’s no time to develop that kind of surveillance and investigational task force.”
“No, there isn’t,” Jake replied. “Right now, we need to grab Senator Thornton and see what we can learn.”
Briggs blew air out through his lips. “Without a solid evidence trail, that’s not going to happen. You can’t go anywhere near him, you hear me?”
“I do,” Jake said reluctantly.
Briggs looked at Honi. She nodded.
“So how bad was the damage from the solar storm?” Jake asked.
“We’re still getting reports coming in, but right now seventy percent of the country is without electricity. The Department of Energy is saying we can have power restored to the major cities in two to three weeks, two months for everyone else. Stores are being looted or stripped of their inventory. Gang violence is running out of control, and police are overwhelmed. All fifty states have declared a state of emergency and all fifty governors are demanding to know what the feds are going to do about it.”
“Injuries?” Jake asked.
“So far hospitals across the country are reporting tens of thousands of cases of what appear to be radiation sickness. Beyond that I just don’t know.”
Honi’s phone rang. “Excuse me, sir. I have to take this. It’s Major Stafford.”
Briggs motioned to the door. She got up and left, closing the door behind her.
“Do you think the Phoenix Organization and the solar storm are connected?” Briggs asked.
“My gut tells me they are,” Jake replied. “But at this point, I don’t have any hard evidence connecting them.”
Jake heard a gentle knock on the door and Honi re-entered.
“Major Stafford is downstairs,” she said. “He says we need to go with him, right now.”
“I think we have the subject covered,” Briggs said.
Jake and Honi left and exited the southeast corner of the FBI building. General Davies’ black limo stood in the street with Major Stafford standing next to the back door. Both Jake and Honi looked at the small four-star flag on the front bumper and glanced at each other.
“We have a meeting,” Stafford said. “Immediately.”
Jake and Honi climbed into the back of the limo with Stafford right behind them.
“So where’s this meeting?” Jake asked.
“Not far,” Stafford replied.
The limo pulled out onto Pennsylvania, headed northwest, turned right on East Executive Avenue, left on Alexander Hamilton Place and swung right on State Place, pulling into the circular drive on the south side of the White House. Jake, Honi and Stafford got out, showed their ID packs to the Secret Service guards and were ushered into the oval office. General Davies sat on the couch and motioned for the three of them to take a seat.
“He’ll be in momentarily,” General Davies said.
Jake looked around at the room. It was oval, alright, with the Presidential Seal woven into the carpeting. A side door opened and the President entered. Everyone stood. General Davies and Major Stafford saluted. Jake and Honi simply stood at attention, not knowing what else to do. The President returned the salute.
“Please sit,” the President said. “General Davies said you three have made significant progress in investigating who is behind the current threat, and have identified high-level members of this phantom Phoenix Organization. Who else do you think is involved?”
The three glanced at each other.
“Senator Thornton,” Jake said firmly.
The President closed his eyes momentarily and nodded. “So what do you think is going on?” the President asked.
Jake hesitated as he put his thoughts in order. He took a deep breath and began.
“I think we are dealing with a trans-national organization that is comprised of some very wealthy families, international financial giants, central banks, people deeply embedded within our government and military, and an organized crime faction. I believe these people have somehow managed to create solar storms, are capable of enhancing the strength of those storms and are currently aiming the storms at planet earth. I strongly believe we have fifteen days or less to find and stop these people before we experience an Extinction Level Event. What I don’t know is why, sir.”
The President nodded slightly. “Do you think you can find the people responsible in time to stop them?”
Jake glanced down at the carpeting and then back up at the President.
“Honestly, sir, I don’t know. I don’t think we can without a lot more help.”
The President studied Jake for a moment. “How close are you to arresting Senator Thornton?”
“We aren’t. We know he’s involved at the upper level of this organization, but we don’t have anywhere near enough evidence to even bring him in for questioning. Right now, he’s untouchable.”
The President walked over and sat at his desk, pulled a three-ring binder from the left-hand drawer and opened it. He flipped pages until he found the correct place. “Senator Thornton may be untouchable by you, but he’s not by me.” He wrote on a sheet of stationary, signed it and took a seal out of the drawer, embossing the document before he handed it to Jake.
“The two of you and Major Stafford now work directly for me. You will report your progress and findings to only me. Understood?”
Jake and Honi nodded in agreement.
“I have a special military unit of thirty highly-trained soldiers that will be available to you from this point on. Major Stafford will be your liaison with my unit. He will be teamed up with you, as well. Any questions?”
“Yes, sir,” Jake said.
The President looked up at him.
“Secret Service Agent Ken Bartholomew has been a great help to us. I would like him to join us, if that’s okay with you, sir.”
The President looked over at General Davies.
“Agent Bartholomew is very capable, sir. He was instrumental in locating the evidence against General Teague. He’d be a good addition.”
“Very well,” the President replied. “General Davies will be available to you at all times. He will read you in.” The President got up and left.
Jake looked at the document in his hand. It was an executive order: signed, numbered and embossed with the Seal of the President of the United States, authorizing the arrest and interrogation of Senator Thornton by any means deemed necessary.
“I don’t understand,” Jake said, as he handed the order to Honi.
“You will,” General Davies replied. “We have to pick up Agent Bartholomew first. Let’s go.”
General Davies, Major Stafford, Jake and Honi left the White House and climbed back into the General’s limo. The driver took them the short distance to the Secret Service building. Ken was standing on the sidewalk waiting for them. The limo stopped and Jake opened the door.
“Get in.”
“All they told me was to be down here immediately,” Ken said as he came through the limo door. “What going on?”
General Davies turned toward the front and spoke to the driver. “Take us to the safe house, and isolate the back section.”
“Yes, sir,” the driver replied. He closed the partition and a green light came on above the glass barrier, indicating that the passenger section was secure from all surveillance.
“The four of you now work directly for the President of the United States until further notice,” General Davies said. “We have received a demand from the Phoenix Organization you are investigating. Yesterday’s solar storm was a warning, a demonstration of capability, if you will. This Organization is demanding that every nation on the planet submit to their rule and authority, unconditionally. The larger nations, the U.S., Russia, China and Great Britain, are to coerce all of the smaller nations into compliance with the threat of nuclear annihilation. All nations must comply and submit no later than fifteen days from now, midnight, Universal Time. Failure of any nation to comply will result in the destruction of the planet. It’s everybody in or we all die. A representative of the Phoenix Organization must be installed as the ruling figure for each nation by the deadline. “
“We survived this solar storm,” Jake said. “Maybe we can survive another.”
General Davies shook his head. “The next solar storm will be a thousand times stronger than yesterday’s event. Every living creature left above ground will die from the radiation. We can’t protect enough people. We have to find a way to stop them.”
“I assume compliance is not an option?” Jake asked.
“Not an option,” General Davies replied dryly.
“In two weeks the earth’s geomagnetic shield will be less than ten percent of its normal strength,” Jake said. “They had to know the pole shift was going to happen well in advance of this for the ‘Event’ to take place. How did they know, when we didn’t?”
“We did know,” General Davies said. “Years ago. We didn’t want the public to panic. The pole shift was supposed to pass during the solar minimum, so we thought the actual danger was minimal.”
“How are they creating the solar storms?” Jake asked.
“I’ll let the Professor explain that. We’re almost there.”
The limo pulled into an underground parking area for a new apartment building and came to a stop in front of a glass-enclosed stair and elevator. Camo-clad soldiers stood in a ring around the enclosure, each holding an MP5 machine gun.
“None of the apartments are rented,” General Davies said. “Parts of the building are still under construction. It’s about as out of the public eye as we could manage under the circumstances.”
The driver opened the limo door. General Davies led the way into the elevator and up to the fourth floor. The hallway was lined with unpainted drywall and bare wood trim. The floor was dirty plywood, with splotches of joint compound and white dust scattered about. The scent of pine and drywall compound filled the air. A soldier opened an apartment door as they approached. General Davies walked in, with Jake, Honi, Major Stafford and Ken following.
“Professor, these are the people I told you about,” General Davies said. “I’m not going to make introductions as a matter of security.”
The Professor was old and thin, with white unkempt hair. He wore glasses and a sweater even though the air was warm. He sat in a padded chair with his right hand clutching an old wooden cane. His left hand rolled back and forth with a tremor. Folding chairs had been set up in a semicircle in front of the old Professor. General Davies stood as the rest of the group sat.
“I’m ninety-four years old,” the Professor began in a shaky voice. “I probably look fairly good for having been dead for the last five years.” He chuckled. “That’s when I got out of the Phoenix Organization. The Defense Intelligence Agency helped stage my death so the Organization wouldn’t hunt me down.” He looked each person in the eye, moving his head from left to right.
“From the beginning?” General Davies said softly. The Professor nodded.
“I was a bright, new PhD in theoretical physics back in 1947. Thought I was hot stuff back then. Had no idea how much I didn’t know. I was assigned by the university to do a research project for the military. I was flown to Wright-Patterson Air Force Base near Dayton, Ohio in September of that year. Couldn’t imagine what the intense security was all about. But I found out — a hanger under the ground with a damaged flying saucer inside. My job was to figure how the danged thing worked. Eventually I got a basic understanding of what the drive system was all about.
“I was subsequently hired by a corporation to reverse-engineer the drive system of that saucer for the military. Year after year, we set up experiments and built prototypes. Early on in the process, a vice president of the corporation pulled me aside and gave me huge cash payments to see that every experiment didn’t work in some way. I was so stupid back then. I took the money. After sixteen years of failure and billions of dollars down the drain, the military walked away — abandoned the project. Little did I know that the corporation was secretly building prototypes in another country, out in the desert.
“We had unlimited funds and equipment. Everything we wanted we got. Twenty years later we had a functioning anti-gravity drive and our own saucer. We even managed to duplicate the Magnetic Field Disrupter that reduced inertia to one ninth of what it would have been.”
“A magnetic what?” Jake asked.
“It’s a circular tube filled with mercury vapor around the passenger section of the saucer. We would magnetically spin the vapor around inside the tube. When it reached 50,000 rpm, the entire inner section developed an ionized glow. We discovered that gravity is not based on mass, but is a function of a subatomic electromagnetic field. The disrupter changes that field. The human body will stand an acceleration of only a little more than five times the pull of gravity, or 5 Gs. With the disrupter, we could accelerate the saucer at 45 Gs without damaging our bodies.”
“Please continue, Professor,” General Davies said.
The Professor took a handkerchief out of his sweater pocket and wiped his mouth. “Nineteen eighty-three, we made our first flight out of the earth’s atmosphere. In eighty-four we went to the Moon, and five years later we went to Mars. With the anti-gravity drive, it took less than twelve hours to get to the red planet. Your voyager satellites took four decades to reach the outer planets. We can get there in a matter of a few days.
“We began building our own space station in orbit around the sun. We perfected robotics to do the work on the station because of the high levels of radiation. We transferred materials using the saucer. By then we had our own fleet of saucers. We could go anywhere in the solar system. The feeling of being involved in something that elite was intoxicating, and addictive. We began to understand more and more about the sun, its energy system, its magnetics and its power.
“I wasn’t the only one to become seduced and addicted to the elite status and the superiority. I was enthralled with the knowledge and the power. But eventually I came to my senses. I could see where the elite status and the power were leading, and I didn’t want to go there. In 1964, a Russian astronomer by the name of Nikolai Kardashev theorized that civilizations could be classified by how they were able to extract and use energy. On his scale, we were a Class Zero civilization. He postulated that a Class I civilization would be able to use the energy produced by the planet. A Class II civilization would use the energy output of a star, and a Class III civilization would use the energy output of an entire galaxy.
“Drunk with knowledge and the thirst for power, the Phoenix Organization sought not to use the power of the sun for the benefit of civilization and of mankind, but to use it as a weapon. The damned fools believed they were becoming more civilized by developing more powerful weapons.” The Professor stopped and wiped his mouth again. “That’s when I left. I believe they have completed the space station and are now demonstrating their power over the planet. I don’t know how you are going to stop them. For me, it doesn’t really matter. I am old. I’m not going to survive much longer, either way. But I cannot stand to see the entire human population threatened and forced into submission by such madmen. I have told you my story. The rest is up to you.”
“Do you know exactly how they are producing the solar storms?” Jake asked.
“All I know is it is being done from the space station in orbit around the sun,” the Professor replied.
“Can you tell us the name of anyone you know who is in the Phoenix Organization?” Jake asked.
“Everyone I ever knew or worked for in the Organization is already dead,” the Professor replied.
“Thank you, Professor,” General Davies said. He turned to face Jake. “We have one more stop to make today, so if you will follow me?”
On the way down in the elevator Jake asked, “What about Senator Thornton? We need to take him into custody.”
General Davies smiled. “He’s not going anywhere. We have people making sure he’ll be there. I assume you would like to do the honors?”
“I’m so looking forward to slapping the cuffs on him,” Jake replied.
“That’s what I thought,” General Davies replied. “You need to fully understand the situation before you question him.”
* * *
The car traffic from the morning had dramatically subsided. Once people realized that the stores were empty, and because there was no electricity, they couldn’t pump any gasoline, they went home to wait it out.
The limo drove for two hours west into the mountains of Virginia. They passed through a heavily armed military gate and soon dipped into a long tunnel penetrating deep into the solid rock. When they stopped, General Davies led them to an elevator and down twelve floors to a command center.
The room was filled with the latest screens and displays, manned by people in Army and Air Force uniforms.
“Colonel, will you bring up an image of the satellite?” General Davies asked.
“Main screen,” the Colonel replied. “The satellite has been under construction for the last decade. It was constructed in folded up pieces transported by their space vehicles to the satellite in orbit, and unfolded in space. It reached completion six months ago.” The view was on an oblique angle, but it was clear the satellite was circular in nature and extremely large.
“How big is that?” Jake asked.
“Top to bottom?” the Colonel asked. “Approximately 110 miles. Area wise, it’s 9,500 square miles, a little bigger than the State of New Jersey.”
“How could they support something that big? I mean, it’s got to weigh tons,” Jake asked.
“It’s in orbit. Near zero gravity. Orbital period is seventeen days.”
“Of course it is. How does it work?”
The Colonel used a laser pointer and circled a small dot to the right of the satellite. “This is the Pulse Generator. An electromagnetic pulse is projected toward the Reflector satellite, which is a type of parabolic antenna. The pulse is then directed and focused on the surface of the sun where it creates a flare and a subsequent CME.”
“What about yesterday’s solar storm?” Jake asked.
“That was created by something we haven’t seen before. Approximately eighteen hours before the solar storm hit us, this happened.”
The screen showed a bright flash of white light that spread out, dissipated and gradually disappeared. To the right, a massive flare erupted on the surface of the sun, pulling a huge section of the corona with it. The CME had begun.
“What the hell was that?” Jake asked.
“We believe it was a nuclear detonation.”
“What size?”
“Yield?” the Colonel asked. “We are estimating 1,000 tons of TNT equivalent.”
“Oh, God,” Jake said. “The missing nuclear artillery shell.”
“The W79?” Stafford asked.
“Did it damage the satellite reflector?” Jake asked.
“No. For this type of antenna, there are two focal points. The primary focal point is the source of the EMP, the secondary point is on the surface of the sun. The distance from the primary focal point to the antenna is approximately 200 miles — too far away to sustain any damage. Here on the ground or in the air, the primary effect of a nuclear detonation is the fireball, the heat and the shockwave. In outer space there is no air, so the primary effect is an electromagnetic pulse.”
“Which was focused on the surface of the sun,” Jake said.
“Producing a Carrington level event and the damage we experienced yesterday.”
“So how did they get the W79 from here to the satellite?” Stafford asked.
Jake closed his eyes and frowned. “The Phoenix Organization has its own fleet of flying saucers They flew it out there.” Jake turned back to the Colonel. “What would happen if a 1.2 megaton thermonuclear warhead were used as the EMP source?”
“Theoretically? You’d be looking at 1200 times the size of the CME. If that hit us, you’re looking at an Extinction Level Event. Only people deep underground would survive.”
Jake thought for a moment. “Can’t we just send a nuclear missile out there and blow it up?”
“We tried that. Several times. With the level of our technology, it takes three months to get a warhead to where the reflector satellite is. They simply fly out to the warhead and hit it with some kind of energy-based weapon and destroy it. We never even get close.”
“So you’re thinking the B83 is on its way to the same satellite?” Stafford asked.
“Isn’t it obvious?” Jake asked in reply.
“And there’s no way for us to get to it in time,” Honi said. “Even if we somehow were able to get a nuclear missile through, it would take three months to get there. We have only two weeks. It can’t be done.”
“Maybe, maybe not,” Jake replied. “Two general scenarios — one, the bomb is set with an internal timer and will detonate whether the world surrenders to them or not, so the whole world domination thing is a ruse. Or two — the deadline to surrender is real and someone has to send the detonation signal. If that’s the case, we stop the signal, we stop the Event.”
“But that still leaves the bomb and the reflector satellite in place,” Honi said. “That means that every seventeen days they have another window to send that detonation signal. We would never be safe.”
“So a more permanent solution is needed,” Jake replied.
“Ultimately, yes,” General Davies added. “We have known this group existed for at least ten years, but we have been unable to find out who the members are. Because of you and your team, we now know some of the people we depended on to investigate the group were in the Phoenix Organization themselves. You uncovered three major players in just the last week. That’s why I recommended you to the President. Now that the four of you understand the situation and what’s at stake, it’s time to go get Senator Thornton.”

CHAPTER 15

General Davies dropped Jake and Honi off at the entrance to the FBI building at Pennsylvania and 9th in D.C.
“You’re going to need a regular bureau car to transport Senator Thornton,” General Davies said. “Major Stafford and Agent Bartholomew will meet you in front of the Capitol building.”
Ten minutes later, Jake and Honi arrived at the main entrance to the Capitol building. Stafford and Ken were standing there with four other men in suits.
“These are four of the soldiers from the President’s Unit,” Stafford explained. “They will handle any problems that arise.”
The team of eight climbed the stairs and went through security. Each member of the team was armed and showed IDs to the capitol security officers. Jake glanced at their IDs. They didn’t look like soldiers; they looked like Homeland Security, just as their IDs said. One of them carried a dark satchel with what looked like a briefcase inside it.
“Those IDs real?” Jake asked one of them quietly.
“Why?” he replied. “Don’t they look real?” He flashed a big smile at Jake.
Jake chuckled. “Looked real to me.”
They entered Senator Thornton’s office on the second floor. Thornton’s secretary and Chief of Staff moved to block access to the Senator’s office. Jake held out his ID.
“How many years do you want to spend in prison?” Jake asked.
The two hesitated and then stepped aside. Jake, Honi, Stafford and Ken entered the inner office with three of the soldiers close behind, including the one with the satchel.
“What the hell are you doing in my office?” Senator Thornton demanded. “Get out!”
Jake showed him his ID pack.
“You want to talk to me, you go through my attorney. Now get out!”
“You’re coming with us,” Jake said firmly. The three soldiers moved in back of the Senator.
“The hell I am,” Thornton replied. “I know you don’t have a warrant, so get out of here before I call security!”
“I don’t need a warrant,” Jake stated.
“Says who?” Thornton replied defiantly.
Jake held the Executive Order up for him to read. Senator Thornton breathed out heavily.
“That son of a bitch.”
Jake took the Senator’s left hand and slapped the cuff on. “Turn around.”
The Senator turned. Jake took the other hand and secured it in the cuffs behind Thornton’s back. The group of eight led him out of the Capitol, while other members of congress and their staffs looked on in stunned silence.
“Where are we going to take him?” Honi asked. “Someone is going to try to get him out, just like they did with General Teague.”
The soldier who had talked with Jake earlier said, “No worries. We have a place.” They put Thornton in the back of Jake’s bureau car with Honi sitting beside him. The soldier held his hand out, “I’ll drive, if you don’t mind, sir.”
“You have a name?” Jake asked.
“Dave Smith,” the soldier replied. “Agent Bartholomew can ride with my brother, Ron Smith, and Major Stafford will go with my other brother, George Smith, in the third car.”
“And the fourth guy?” Jake asked.
“Hank,” Dave replied.
“Hank Smith?”
“Of course,” Dave answered.
Jake looked at the other soldiers. “Not much of a family resemblance.”
“It happens,” Dave replied.
The three-car procession took off southwest and drove about a mile before each car turned in a different direction. The car Jake and Honi were in pulled into a three-story parking structure and up the ramp to the second level. Jake saw five identical cars with dark tinted windows parked in a row, all with identical license plates. Everybody got out and the group slid into one of the five waiting cars. All five vehicles pulled out onto the street and went in different directions.
“We assume someone will be tracking the Senator,” Dave said. “This is our version of the shell game.”
Dave drove for ten minutes, and then turned into another multi-level parking structure. Three more cars waited — different make and color, tinted windows, and identical license plates. They traded cars once again and drove away.
“This would give your friends at the NSA headaches,” Dave said to Honi.
“It would,” she replied. “How long did it take you to organize something this complex?”
“This? This isn’t complex. We put this together while you were inside the mountain learning about the reflector satellite.”
“You know about that?”
“We know a lot about a great number of things, ma’am. It’s just part of the job.”
“I bet,” she replied looking over at Senator Thornton. From the look on his face, the realization that no one was going to rescue him soon was sinking in. An hour later they arrived at a small farmhouse in the hills of Virginia. Two more members of the President’s Unit were waiting for them. Senator Thornton was ushered in and strapped to a stout wooden chair with large plastic zip-ties. Jake pulled a chair over and sat in front of Thornton. Honi stood, watching, as did Dave Smith.
“Okay,” Jake said. “This is how it’s going to work. You are going to get a lot of opportunities to talk with me. In between those opportunities, these guys are going to have an opportunity to do what they do.”
“You haven’t read me my rights,” Thornton said. “You can’t use any of this in a court of law.”
“That’s because there isn’t going to be a trial. You don’t exist anymore. Your future is being moved from one black site to another, each one worse than the one before.”
Thornton looked over at Jake. He had a mixture of fear and superiority on his face.
“I’m not going to be here that long.”
“Oh,” Jake said in an exaggerated tone of understanding. “You think the Phoenix Organization is going to rescue you, just as they did General Teague? The only reason they bothered with Teague is they still needed him for the second weapon.”
Thornton looked startled.
“Yeah, we know about the Event. It’s in…” Jake held the countdown watch on his wrist up so Thornton could see. “Fifteen days, nine hours, three minutes and twenty-seven seconds. Keep in mind — you’ll be well underground at that time. This isn’t going to end…well, not pleasantly…or quickly. So if you don’t have anything to contribute you’ll have another opportunity later today.” Jake started to get up.
“Wait.”
Jake sat back down. “I’m listening.”
“You don’t know what you’re dealing with. I can help you understand the technology. I can…”
“You mean the saucers, the anti-gravity drives, going to the Moon and to Mars, how the EMP reflector works, the gold bonds, the trillions in counterfeit hundred dollar bills, the secret university research? We already understand all of that. Now, if you want to talk about the names of people who are at the top of the Phoenix Organization, I’m listening.”
“You pathetic little moron,” Thornton said in a loud voice. “You have no idea of the power that stands against you. Just because you barbarians happen to capture me doesn’t change anything. I’m a sacrificial pawn. You won’t learn anything from me. You’re not worthy of the knowledge we have. You’re just ignorant cattle, nothing more!”
“Give me the name of the person you report to,” Jake said calmly.
“I don’t know! Everything is extremely compartmentalized. It’s run by dead drops and cut outs. Nobody knows who they work for or who works for them. It’s an anonymous network!”
“You knew Sylvia Cuthbert.”
“Who’s that?”
“Your contact inside the NSA,” Jake replied, carefully watching Thornton’s face.
Thornton looked down at the floor. “I didn’t know her name. I didn’t know where she worked. All I knew was the sound of her voice and that the information she gave me was reliable.”
“Who did you pass the information to?”
“I told you, I don’t know.”
“How was the information passed?”
“I used a burner cell phone with preprogrammed numbers. The only thing that remained the same was the sequence of the programmed numbers. Speed dial number one was always the guy I reported to, the rest were people I gave orders to, always in the same order. Every week I got a new phone with new numbers.”
“How did you get the phone?”
“Every Monday night, once it got dark, I would put the phone in a plastic box hidden in the shrubs at the back of my yard. First thing Tuesday morning a new phone would be in the box.”
“Was there any surveillance of the area?”
Thornton gave him a disgusted look. “Do you think I would risk the lives of my family members by doing that? Of course there wasn’t any surveillance. I’m not stupid!”
“Where is the burner phone now?”
“It’s in my briefcase, in my office. By now, my secretary will have locked it in the safe. You’re never going to get it in time.”
“Where is the control center for the satellite located?”
Thornton shrugged. “I have no idea.”
Jake stood up and walked over to Honi and Dave. “What do you think?”
“I think he really doesn’t know anything more than that,” Honi said.
Jake looked at Dave. “Probably true. If I was going to set up a network like that, I’d do it the same way.”
“It would help if we could get his briefcase,” Jake said.
Dave tipped his head toward the back room. The three of them went through the open door, which Dave quietly closed behind them.
“You mean this briefcase?” Dave asked.
Jake looked at the expensive-looking tan leather case. That’s what was inside the satchel one of the soldiers had carried into Senator Thornton’s office.
“We swapped it out. Thornton’s secretary put an identical briefcase with six pads of blank paper into the safe. We have his computer, burner phone and a few other items we picked up in his office. You put on a great show when you arrested Thornton. Everybody was watching you, which gave us the chance to collect some evidence. Nice job, by the way.”
“I didn’t see any of that,” Jake said.
“You weren’t supposed to. Neither was anyone else.”
“So what do we do with Thornton?” Honi asked.
“Can you keep him out of circulation?” Jake asked.
“Sure,” Dave said. “We have the perfect place.”
“Meanwhile, Agent Badger and I have to get back to the NSA building,” Jake said. “Now that we have Thornton’s phone and computer, we will understand more about how the Phoenix Organization’s communication network functions. We have to modify our database.”
* * *
When Jake and Honi arrived at the NSA building, Stafford and Ken were waiting for them in the lobby. Honi led them down to B6, area 4.
“Brett,” Honi said. “We have to modify the phone plot. Phones are swapped out every Monday night, so every Tuesday we have new numbers, but the phone sequence within each phone remains the same.”
“Okay. Hierarchal structure?”
“Yes.”
“So the person will call subordinates and his or her boss, but the boss will not call his or her subordinates. That kind of structure?”
“Exactly,” Jake replied.
“Okay. Give me a few. I’ve got to recode the parameters.”
“Here’s Senator Thornton’s burner phone,” Honi said. “Speed dial one is Thornton’s boss, two through five are his crew. I’ll get Tracy started on Thornton’s computer.”
“What about the burner phones we got from General Teague?” Jake asked. “He had three of them.”
“Might make him more important than we thought,” Honi said.
“Or Teague might have created his own network using the same system,” Stafford said.
“Which could help us locate people still working for Teague,” Jake replied.
“And that could help us locate Teague,” Stafford said.
“I’ve been tracing the encoded ID numbers of the phones,” Brett said. “The memory cards disappear and the numbers have been changed. The calls following that change didn’t make sense in our phone plot, so based on swapping out every Monday at midnight, I can eliminate three quarters of the burner phone contacts on the plot. That should help out a lot.”
“It will,” Jake replied. “People work and live in a limited range of places. When people do something secretive, there are only a few places they feel comfortable. If we can match weekly burner phones to a specific set of locations, maybe we can identify the people at those locations during the time the phones are being used.”
“We can do more than that,” Honi said. “We’ve got all of these phone conversations recorded by the Domestic Surveillance Directorate in Bluffdale, Utah. At some point we will be able to match burner phone voice prints with regular phone conversations. Eventually, we can identify everyone in the Phoenix Organization.”
“Eventually?” Jake asked. “How long is eventually?”
“A year or two?”
“In fifteen days, it won’t matter.”
“Well…assuming…” Honi said quietly.
“Okay, guys,” Brett said. “New parameters are in. Let’s see what we have.”
The display with the new parameters took on a whole new shape.
“It’s more like an organizational chart now,” Honi said.
“Something just occurred to me,” Jake said. “Cell towers were the first communications system to come back on line following the solar storm. Land lines are mostly still not working. We had a small amount of notice so we could back up databases and shut down our computers. How long before the solar storm did the cell towers go off line?”
Tracy went to a terminal and typed away. “Cell towers started going off line fifteen minutes before we got notice the storm was coming. Apparently they were also physically unplugged when the solar storm hit.”
“Of course they were,” Jake replied. “The Phoenix Organization needed them. The bulk of their network runs on cell phones. Someone had to plug the cables back in and restart the generators. Where is the grid still down?”
“Sixty percent of the country is still without electricity,” Tracy said.
“Where the grid is down, are the cell towers still working?”
“Yes. They all have backup generators.”
“With fuel tanks that have to be refilled,” Jake said. “Find out who is refilling the cell tower tanks, and who arranged for that to be done when there’s no electricity.”
“I’m on it,” Tracy said.
“Honi, I need to borrow your phone to call Briggs.”
Honi held her hand out. “We’re part of a team now. You’re all getting up-graded, encrypted phones.” Jake, Ken and Stafford handed their phones over. “The new ones will work just like these do, but better.”
“Until then?” Jake asked, holding his hand out. She handed him her phone and left. He dialed.
“It’s Hunter. I’m going to be sending over names of companies that are refilling cell phone tower fuel tanks. I need FBI agents tracking down the people who ordered the tanks refilled and I need to know who went out to the cell towers just before the solar storm hit.” He listened. “Thanks, boss.”
He set Honi’s phone down on Brett’s desk.
“Okay. We got into this phone network through a land line and coded words, but right now we’re primarily looking at cell phones that rotate once a week. We can connect the weekly change by GPS, but because of the burner phones, we have no registration data. We have no idea who is using each phone.”
“Except for the people we’ve already taken down,” Stafford said.
“Yeah. So far the only people we’ve actually connected together are Senator Thornton and Sylvia Cuthbert.”
“And General Teague and Secretary Cooper,” Stafford added.
Honi returned with new cell phones. “These are all encrypted and secure. My tech guy programmed in all of your old numbers, so you won’t have any trouble there. I’ve added several new icons to your screen. The gold eagle inside a blue circle will connect you to all of us simultaneously. There are three blue circles with a single letter inside corresponding to first names.”
“Can we start nailing down buildings and addresses based on the GPS data?” Jake asked.
“Sure,” Brett replied. “Where do you want to start?”
Jake studied the screen. “Let’s start domestically. Many of these numbers are out of the country. Pick the phone of the highest ranking boss in the US on the organizational plot and work your way down from there.”
“Got it,” Brett answered.
“This could take some time,” Honi said.
“Whoa,” Brett said. “This location is inside the Treasury Building in D.C.”
“Tracy,” Honi said quickly. “Bring up the office layout of the Treasury Building and overlay the GPS coordinates.”
“Here we are. Four different offices, four floors.”
“Doesn’t the GPS location also include the altitude?” Ken asked.
“It does. Altitude indicates the fourth floor, making it…”
“The Secretary of the Treasury’s office,” Ken finished.
“I’ve got to update the President,” Jake said.
* * *
Jake called the White House on his drive north from Alexandria to Washington to let them know he needed to see the President. When he arrived he was immediately ushered into the oval office.
“What have you got?” the President asked.
“They’re consolidating their power. The deadline we’re facing is real. It’s definitely not a bluff,” Jake said.
“I figured it was real,” the President said, glancing down at the Presidential Seal in the carpeting. “But it’s good to have validation. Every country in the world is panicked over this demand to surrender. They all want to know what I’m going to do about it, so I need regular progress reports so I can calm them down.”
“Sir, I think you need to keep in mind that anything you tell another country will most likely also go directly to the Phoenix Organization we are fighting. If the Phoenix Organization knows what we are doing and how close we may be getting, this whole thing will turn very deadly, very quickly.”
The President paused, apparently thinking through what Jake had said. “I will think of something. Have you identified anyone else who is involved?”
“Yes, sir. John Halleran, the Secretary of the Treasury.”
“Two members of my own cabinet?” the President asked, obviously shaken by the news. “How could I have missed that? These were people I trusted. How could they betray their country?”
“It’s not that hard, sir. Between Secretary of Defense Cooper, Senator Thornton and Secretary Halleran, one of them was going to be installed as the undisputed leader of this country.”
“With no election and no term of office,” the President said sadly.
“And no limits to their power and authority, either, sir.” He paused for a moment. “I have a plan, sir, but I need your cooperation.”
* * *
Jake returned to the group in B6, area 4 of the NSA building.
“So when do we take down Secretary Halleran?” Ken asked.
“Later,” Jake replied.
“Why not now?”
“This is the way I see it at this time, and please tell me if you disagree. General Teague came under suspicion because of the theft of the nuclear artillery shell. We arrested him. The Secretary of Defense essentially sacrificed his position to save General Teague so they could steal the B83 bomb, which, as we now know, is essential to their plan. So far, Teague and Secretary Cooper are collateral damage but still free. The Phoenix Organization thinks they can still operate in secret. They still think they’re safe. You with me?”
“Okay,” Honi replied. “So far, so good.”
“We found Senator Thornton through a security violation at the NSA. Again, this was something that could have happened on its own without direct knowledge of the Phoenix Organization. It’s more collateral damage, right? These are some of the costs of running an operation of this size and complexity. They probably expected a few things such as that. Senator Thornton was highly placed, but Secretary Halleran is higher yet. So far, the Phoenix Organization has lost one high-ranking member, plus Teague and Cooper are out of play, but Secretary Halleran is still in place. If we take him down, it’s a serious blow to the Organization. That move on our part will demonstrate to them that we know not only about the Organization, but its structure, as well. What do you think will happen next?”
“The Phoenix Organization will close ranks, change security procedures and go deeper underground,” Stafford explained.
“And everything we’re figuring out about them will cease to be valid. We’ll be back to square one.”
“So what do you have in mind?” Ken asked.
“I’ve discussed the plan with the President and he’s on board. We continue our surveillance and keep on identifying members of the Organization. We have FBI agents put a loose tail on every suspected member. We track them and verify their cell phone calls and connections. They’re not going anywhere in the next fourteen days. Twelve hours before the Event they’re going to get their run and hide notice. That’s when we grab them. I know the timing is tight, but I think it’s our best shot at finding where the satellite control center is located. From there, we figure out how to stop the solar storm.”
“Tight timing is an understatement,” Honi commented.
“I’m open to any and all suggestions. Anybody?”
“Frankly,” Stafford said. “I don’t see how we have any other options.”
“Well,” Honi added. “We have no idea where the satellite control center is, assuming it’s even on the planet.”
“Okay,” Ken said. “But shouldn’t we enlist the help of other countries? I mean everyone is at risk here. Seven billion people are going to die if we fail.”
“Contact only people you personally know and trust,” Jake said. “And only if they don’t show up on the database we’re constructing. Can we agree on that?”
The other three agreed. The more members of the Phoenix Organization they could identify in other countries the better their chances of capturing them.
“Brett, can you check the phone contacts at the Chinese Embassy in D.C.? I need to know who there is involved,” Ken said.
“Checking. One burner phone, GPS tagged at the embassy.”
Tracy pulled up the office layout of the embassy. “GPS coordinates puts the phone in the ambassador’s office.”
“Okay,” Ken replied. “That explains how the Chinese ambassador and his assistant knew the two Chinese businessmen with the gold bearer bonds weren’t where they were supposed to be. They must have assumed something happened at the customs check. That’s when they sent the assistant ambassador in to spring them. I’ve got to talk to a friend of mine at the embassy.”
“Isn’t that risky?” Honi asked.
“Maybe. But we have to start somewhere. Opinions?”
“How long have you known this guy?” Jake asked.
“I’ve worked with him on counterfeiting cases for the last ten years. I trust him.”
“I think we should go with it,” Jake said. “Honi?”
“I’m inclined to approve. Bob?”
“I’ve worked with a few Russians and Brits I trust. I think we should go forward with it.”
Stafford checked with Brett on his Russian and British contacts.
“Not in the database,” Brett reported.
“Okay,” Jake said. “Let’s go.”
“Brett,” Ken said. “I need you to create an encrypted file for me and put it on a thumb drive.”
* * *
Ken approached the main gate at the Chinese Embassy. He recognized the guard who walked over to the closed gate. Ken reached forward and held on to one of the square rods of the gate, a slip of what he held showing from under his hand. The guard reached up and placed his hand just under Ken’s hand, covering what Ken was holding.
“If possible, would you let Han Chen know I stopped by?”
The guard scoffed. Ken removed his hand, leaving the hundred dollar bill in the grip of the guard, who cleanly swiped it into his other hand.
“Stupid foreigners,” the guard said in Chinese as he walked away. Ken strode quickly to the right, circled around two blocks, down four more blocks and sat down in the back stall at a small café. He ordered his usual mocha latte and waited. Twenty minutes later Han Chen sat down in the opposite seat.
“You’re aware of the demand for your country to surrender to a new world system?” Ken asked quietly.
“I’ve heard rumors.”
“The solar storm was a warning. Next one, in fifteen days wipes out everything.”
Chen looked startled, but recovered quickly.
“I suspect the eight eternal families are heavily involved,” Ken said.
“You said you suspect? What about evidence?”
Ken pulled a slip of paper from his pocket and slid it across to Chen. “Encryption key for a file at our usual dead drop location.”
“What’s in the file?”
“An organizational chart composed of cell phone numbers, GPS locations, times and connections.”
“And what do you need in return?” Chen asked.
“Names connected to those cell phones.”
Chen slowly looked around the café. “You know how dangerous this is if it involves the eternal families? They are connected to a world-wide network of extremely wealthy and powerful families who control all of the intelligence services around the world, including mine, your CIA and the Mossad.”
“And in fifteen days they will kill everybody on the planet except for a precious few who work for them. What do you think the odds are that you are on their list to be saved?”
Chen scoffed.
“You can expect everyone on this list to run 12 hours before the Event. Time and date is listed in the file. We will be arresting everyone on the list when they start to run. You should coordinate your people with that.”
“As dangerous as this list is, I don’t see any reason not to move at the same time,” Chen replied.
“Only people you trust with your life. If they find out we’re on to them, everybody dies.”
“Understood.” Chen stood up and left.
Ken finished his mocha latte and drove back to the NSA building.
* * *
Ken showed his visitor ID at the NSA front gate and again at the lobby door security post.
“Wait here,” the security guard said and then walked over to a phone, picked it up, spoke a few words, hung up and returned.
“Is there a problem?” Ken asked.
“No, sir,” the guard answered.
Sebastian Pettigrew emerged from the back of the lobby swinging an ID card on a lanyard. Pettigrew handed Ken a new ID card and took his old one.
“You are now an unofficial NSA agent,” Pettigrew said. “The same ID will also work at the FBI and all military bases as well as your own office.”
“Wow. How did that happen?”
“Word from above.”
“Word from above?” Ken questioned.
“Way above,” Pettigrew said with a smile.
“I see. What about my escort?”
“You know where it is. They’re waiting for you.”
Pettigrew turned and walked away.
Ken walked over to the elevator bank and pressed the down button. The door opened and he stepped in and the door closed. He waited. Nothing happened. Then he remembered that Honi had swiped her card over the sensor, so he passed the new card near the same place.
“Name?” the voice said.
“Ahh,” Ken said slowly. “Ken Bartholomew.”
“Voice print confirmed. Level?”
“B6.”
The elevator moved down and opened at level B6. Ken stepped out cautiously and looked around. Everything looked normal; confusing, but normal. He slowly walked over to area 4.
“Ahh, you’re back,” Honi said.
Ken glanced at Stafford’s ID card hanging on the lanyard. It was the same as his, with a big letter Z in the black square.
“What’s the Z for?” Ken asked.
“You now have a security clearance for everything,” Stafford said. “We all do.”
“Compliments from above?”
“Way above.”
“So I’ve heard,” Ken said, looking down at his new ID card.

CHAPTER 16

Peter Steinmetz sat patiently in the situation room in the middle of the night listening to the new plan.
“The earth’s magnetic field will not be strong enough to protect us from the next solar storm,” the President said. “I’ve consulted with our top scientists and this is what we’re going to do.”
“What about the other countries?” the Vice President asked. “Isn’t this a worldwide threat? Shouldn’t they also be involved?”
“They are,” the President replied. “The only countries that can actually help are those with active space programs and immediate launch capability. That narrows our partners down to Russia, China and the European Space Agency.”
“I’ve been getting severe heat from the international community,” the Secretary of State said. “They all want to know exactly how we are addressing this emergency. No one wants to surrender to these maniacs.”
“And they won’t have to. Here’s why.”
The President’s Chief of Staff pressed a button on the remote. The main viewing screen lit up with an image of the earth and red lines circling the planet emanating from the North and South Poles.
“This is the normal size and strength of the magnetic field that typically protects the planet from severe solar storms,” the President said. He nodded and his Chief pressed the button again. “This was the size and strength of the magnetic lines of flux during the last solar storm.”
The red lines had been reduced dramatically. “And this,” the president nodded again and the screen changed. “This is the projected magnetic field during the next storm.”
The red lines almost completely disappeared. The realization of what they were facing settled in over the people in the situation room like the gloom before an approaching hurricane.
“After the end of World War Two, our military did some experiments with the generation of very intense magnetic fields. What we learned has led to this.”
The screen changed again. A satellite appeared on a direct line between the sun and the Earth. “This satellite is currently under construction and will be launched in seven days. It is named MagGen One. This satellite is powered by a nuclear generator and will create a massive magnetic field between us and the sun.”
“That field looks too small,” General Davies said. “That will protect only part of the planet. What about the rest?”
“That will be accomplished with satellites MagGen Two through Seven, placed as shown here.”
The new screen showed six more satellites positioned in a honeycomb pattern around MagGen One, but closer to the earth.
“When the CME arrives, this is what will happen,” the President said.
The next screen showed the material from the sun being deflected by MagGen One toward the next six satellites. The screen after that depicted the solar material being disbursed in a cone that would miss the Earth altogether.
“This is the plan we will be presenting to all of the other countries around the world.”
“How much are Russia and China doing?” the Vice President asked.
“Russia and China have both agreed to build and launch two MagGen satellites each. We will place two in orbit and the European Space Agency will launch one. These satellites will remain in permanent placement between the Earth and the sun and will protect the planet from any and all future solar storms.”
The President fielded a number of questions from his inner circle, and then asked who was in support of the plan. Peter Steinmetz raised his hand in support, knowing how little it would take to destroy all seven satellites with one of their saucers.
* * *
Ken Bartholomew felt a hand on his shoulder, which woke him suddenly.
“We’ve been at this all night,” Honi said. “You fell asleep around two-thirty. I figured you could use the rest.”
“Thanks. Just makes me one sorry excuse of an agent.”
“No, it doesn’t. It just makes you human. If it makes you feel any better, Stafford conked out before you did.”
“And Jake?”
“About ten minutes after you.”
“Well, I reckon a shower, clean clothes and some food will help.”
“I’m headed out for the same,” Honi said. “See you back here, then.”
Ken drove back to his apartment just outside of D.C., showered, dressed and ate a light breakfast. When he left he glanced down at the pavement next to his front driver-side wheel. A one inch long chalk mark was on the concrete perpendicular to his tire. Chen’s mark, indicating something was at their dead drop. He drove to a small hole-in-the-wall mail box business on the outskirts of D.C. He twisted the knob, lining up the dial to the letters used for the combination. When he opened the small door, he saw the envelope. He glanced over at the business proprietor, an old man who sat with his back to the boxes. Ken pulled out the envelope containing the thumb drive, slipped it into his pocket, and drove to the NSA building.
Even with his new ID card, he still felt a little strange not needing to check in and have an escort at another agency, especially at the NSA of all places. He made his way down to B6, area 4 and handed the thumb drive to Brett. “Same encryption as the one you made yesterday.”
Brett pulled a laptop computer from his desk drawer and plugged the USB drive into a slot. “Virus and malware check. Wifi’s been removed from this computer, so if the file’s infected, it can’t travel to any of our other computers.”
“It won’t be infected. But you should check it anyway.”
“Always do. Okay, it’s clean. Let’s see what we have.” Brett added the file to the database. “Names, but they’re all in Chinese characters.”
“Right click one of the names.”
“Ahh,” Brett replied. “Select English, American. There we are.”
“So where are we on names?” Honi asked as she entered area 4.
“Thanks to Ken, we have a lot more Chinese names on the plot. But we still have a lot of holes.”
‘Locations?”
“Some government buildings, some private residences; those are the easy ones. Most of them are in open spaces or large commercial establishments, and quite a number are located on university campuses. We will have to start cross-referencing security tapes to find these people.”
* * *
Jake arrived and stared at the screen and the list of names that were being added.
“Can we start plotting these locations on a world map?”
“Sure. Screen over there,” Brett pointed.
“Wow. Look at how these phones are clumped.”
“All of the power centers of the world,” Honi said. “Washington, London, Berlin, Moscow, Beijing…”
“Since when did Brazil and Argentina become power centers of the world?” Jake asked.
“And Paraguay,” Honi said.
“Look at Bolivia,” Ken said. “You’ve got as many phone connections in Bolivia as you have in Great Britain. How’s that possible?”
“Probably drug traffickers,” Honi said.
Jake pulled his phone and called Briggs. “It’s Hunter. How many FBI agents do we have in Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay and Bolivia?” He listened. “Okay, I need 100 agents sent to each country, today.” He paused. “Yes, I know that’s a lot of agents to each country. We have over 13,000 field agents and a lot of activity in South America. If we don’t cover those four countries we’re not going to have, or need, any agents at all in fourteen days.” He listened. “Yes. Thank you, boss.”
“So what are you thinking?” Honi asked.
“It just dawned on me,” Jake said. “We get so used to being the center of everything that I just assumed this whole conspiracy had to be centered here, in the states. But what if it isn’t?”
“You’re thinking foreign control?”
“Yes. I mean, just look at the names we have from China, and the cluster of connections in Buenos Aires, Argentina. The organizational connections in Argentina are higher than Secretary Halleran here in the US.”
Ken walked over to take a closer look at the display. “Now that we know the gold bearer bonds are connected to this Phoenix Organization, and we have Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay and Bolivia thrown into the mix, I’m thinkin’ the Phoenix Organization goes way back.”
“The Professor said it went back to 1947,” Jake replied.
“No, no. I think it goes back further than that. It feels like there are too many things we’re not being told. We need to go back to before World War II. That’s when the largest physical movement of gold the world has ever seen took place.”
“I think Ken’s right,” Stafford said. “Wars are presented to the public as being religious or ideological in nature, but the reality is wars are fought over resources. Gold and oil are right at the top of the list, and now, so is technology.”
“So we’re back to the Professor,” Jake said. He pulled his phone and called General Davies.
* * *
This time General Davies took them to a small abandoned farm house in the rolling hills of West Virginia. The President’s military unit was there guarding the Professor.
“Why does the President’s Unit use false names?” Jake whispered to Stafford. “I mean, they’re all called Smith.”
“It’s a matter of security. Every member is single with no living family, so they’re not subject to undue influence. They all lead low profile lives and no one knows what they do for a living. Anonymity is their primary protection. They use a different last name for each mission.”
They entered the small building. Folding chairs were set up as before with the Professor sitting in a padded chair.
“Thank you for meeting with us again,” Jake began. “We have more questions.”
The Professor nodded warily.
“We believe the Phoenix Organization you worked with goes back farther than your involvement with them. We know there was a lot of money involved, and that doesn’t happen by itself. What can you tell us?”
The Professor looked at General Davies, who nodded.
“As a graduate student, I was involved in the Manhattan Project,” the Professor said. “I knew Robert Oppenheimer. He was trained by Max Born at the University of Gottingen in Germany. He was close friends with Werner Heisenberg and Enrico Fermi, did you know that?”
“Heisenberg,” Stafford said. “That name is vaguely familiar to me. What did he do?”
“Heisenberg was in charge of Germany’s atomic bomb development program,” the Professor replied.
“Germany was working on a nuclear bomb?”
“Oh, yes. In many ways they were months, if not years ahead of us. It was part of Hitler’s wunderwaffe, or wonder weapon program. I worked with several German scientists on the corporate side of the anti-gravity drive reverse engineering. They had a very deep level of understanding of the physics and the machinery we were working with. I initially was working on the broken saucer from Roswell. The Germans recovered a crashed saucer in 1936 in the Black Forest, so they effectively had an eleven year head start in their reverse engineering efforts. Some of them said Germany had successfully developed its own saucer design by the end of the war, but none of them would admit to actually being there.”
“What about a connection to Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay or Bolivia?” Jake asked.
“The German scientists I worked with came from Argentina,” the Professor said. “Buenos Aires was a stronghold of Heinrich Himmler’s Schutzstaffel, or German SS Officers after the war. They were the most powerful and feared officers in Hitler’s Third Reich. Much of the communications that came to me were sent directly from Buenos Aires. The SS Officers controlled the scientists there, just as they did in Germany.”
“Was all of your work directed from Buenos Aires?”
The Professor glanced at General Davies and then back to Jake. “Yes.”
“So you’re saying there are Nazis behind all of this?”
The Professor shook his head. “No. You don’t understand. Near the end of World War II everything changed. Germany surrendered, but the SS didn’t. They broke away from Germany and the rest of the world. Many of the people who were involved in the secret SS projects were incorporated into other country’s technical programs. Wernher von Braun, for example, headed the Nazi V2 rocket program in Germany. When Germany surrendered, von Braun was brought over to the US under Operation Paperclip. He ran our rocket development program, and eventually ended up in a top position at NASA. The same kind of thing was happening in Russia. German scientists were recruited to work on special projects, just as I was.
“Because of their expertise, SS members were brought into the American CIA, the Russian KGB and other organizations. All of the ideological lines that divided the countries in World War II became blurred and intertwined. Enemies became partners based not on nationality, but on their desire for power and control. The SS was absorbed into the Phoenix Organization. German scientists became focused on the advanced technology because of their more extensive experience and natural ability for technical systems. Wealthy families in Asia, Europe and America took over the financial aspect of the Organization. Military commanders became part of the mix, as did aspiring politicians. The Phoenix Organization became an invisible monster, its tentacles reaching inside every aspect of the world’s power and control systems.
“You still think in terms of political opponents, and military conflicts. That’s not the way it really works. The Phoenix Organization is entwined into every country’s political, military, academic and financial structures, remaining invisible, yet controlling, directing and influencing all of it. Like the old German SS, the Phoenix Organization is composed of people who no longer consider themselves bound to any country or any set of laws or standards of civility. They have broken away from our civilization and are effectively above the law wherever they go. They have their own system of finance and control three-quarters of the world’s wealth, cash-flow and assets. They own your world and you don’t even know it. You have no idea what you’re taking on.”
* * *
“What else aren’t you telling us?” Jake demanded of General Davies once they were back in the limo.
“Nothing that I’m aware of.”
“How much do you know about the Professor?”
“I’ve read his debriefing file. It contained a lot of jargon and technical details that I didn’t understand. Beyond that, I have control over him and I’m responsible for his security. That’s about it.”
“So why didn’t he tell us about the connection to the SS and Argentina?”
“I didn’t really know about the South American part. As for the rest, I don’t think he wants to be associated with or seem sympathetic toward the Nazis.”
“We need that debriefing file and Andropov.”
“They’ll be waiting for you at the NSA when you get there. By the way, the President has put forth his new plan to protect the Earth from future solar storms. The other countries are settling down some. They now stand united as long as the satellites all launch on time.”
“And how long before the Phoenix Organization sends a saucer out and destroys the satellites?”
“We’re thinking they will wait until closer to the final solar storm. No point in tipping their hand too early in the game. That way we wouldn’t have any time to come up with another plan.”
“So the President knows the satellite plan can’t work?”
“Of course. Your investigation is our only real hope.”
* * *
As promised, Andropov was waiting in the lobby of the NSA building, holding a sealed shipping box.
“I was told not to open this until we were in the room downstairs,” Andropov said.
“Yeah, about that,” Jake said. “It’s not light reading. We need you to digest the contents and turn it into words and concepts we can understand, okay?”
Andropov smiled. “That good? This sounds interesting.”
“I hope so. We need something good to happen, and soon.”
When the group arrived in B6 area 4, Andropov was given his own cubical. Once he started reading the file he appeared very excited.
At least someone is entertained by that level of technology, Jake thought.
“We have a lot of holes in our search for names attached to cell phones,” Brett said. “And many of those are on university campuses.”
“No big surprise there,” Honi replied. “Tech-savvy and smart — hard combination to crack.”
Jake stood and looked at the display. “The people at the universities. They aren’t real criminals, are they?”
“What do you mean?” Honi asked.
“I mean they’re not criminal masterminds. There’s no real criminal intent. They’re misguided, sure, but assuming we actually get through this mess, they could be very helpful.” Jake called Briggs and arranged for covert FBI surveillance on the campuses to see if they could identify these individuals. The field agents at each location would be notified when a call is made to or from a known burner cell and that GPS location. With a little luck, that could fill in more names in the organizational structure.
Jake stared at the dot on the phone and organizational plot on the display. Secretary Halleran was the highest member on the chart within the United States. Secretary Cooper was under him, but then there was no direct connection to General Teague from either Secretary. Is it possible the three of them were involved in the same organization, but it was so compartmentalized that none of them actually knew the others were operatives? Could it be that Secretary Cooper and General Teague were unaware of each other’s participation in the Phoenix Organization up until the moment Cooper was ordered to spring Teague from custody? That could have come as a complete surprise to both men. From an operational perspective, that would have been the perfect setup. But who ordered Secretary Cooper to free Teague? It didn’t appear to be Secretary Halleran. And if not him, then who? If we can find that person, we will have found someone at the top of the Phoenix Organization.
The universities had phone connections to what Jake knew were shell corporations, but there were also weekly connections between the universities and points in Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and the occasional connection to Bolivia. Ultimately, the different branches were connected to the money flow. That was the backbone of any such organization: money. That’s why the banking software had been so critical as an investigative tool. As always, rule number one: follow the money.
Jake studied the top organizational points on the display; they were all either political or military, as far as he could tell. The GPS locations all came back to government or military offices spread out all over the globe. The problem is, Jake thought. There’s nothing above them. These may be the people who would be appointed as the supreme leaders for each country in the world, but there’s no phone connection between any of them, let alone anything above them.
“We’re missing the top layer,” Jake said.
“I was thinking that myself,” Honi said. “The top slot in each country isn’t connected to anything above it on the phone plot.”
“They have to be taking orders from someone, but it’s not by phone. Can we overlay computer connections, FAX and e-mail on this chart?”
“It’s already in there,” Brett said. “Honi had me include those two days ago. Why?”
“One hundred ninety-six people have been selected to rule countries all over the globe. And they don’t answer to anybody? I’m not buying it. They’re communicating all of the time, but how? It’s not by phone, FAX, or computer. How are they communicating?”
“Radio?” Brett asked.
Honi shook her head. “Echelon covers all of that. If it’s electronic, we receive it. It’s already in the database.”
“Receiving a radio broadcast is one thing,” Stafford said. “Understanding what is being sent is a completely different issue.”
Jake looked at his new encrypted phone. “Echelon receives encrypted phone transmissions, doesn’t it?
“Yes,” Honi replied.
“But people still can’t hear what’s being said, right?”
“Right.”
“So how do encrypted phones work?”
“They frequency hop,” Brett replied. “The voice component is broken up into small segments of digital information and a number is added to the end of the segment. That information is transmitted in a short, compressed burst. The number on the end gives the receiving unit the jump to the next frequency, which is randomly selected. The receiving phone turns the voice information back into sound and changes frequency for the next packet of information.”
“Wouldn’t any encrypted phone be able to receive the voice information?” Jake asked.
“Not with the encrypted component. Once the voice information is in digital form it is run through an encryption algorithm, which changes the information. Only phones with the proper encryption algorithm can decode the data into voice, and more importantly, the jump to the next frequency.”
“So shouldn’t we be looking for higher levels of technology with the Phoenix Organization? I mean, they have flying saucers, for crying out loud! What else are we missing?”
Everyone stood in depressed silence.
“Look. I’ve talked with the President and General Davies. They are prepared to bring the full force and might of the US military to bear any place on the planet within a matter of hours. But right now, we can’t even tell them which country is the source. We have to do better, people, there’s too much at stake.”
Jake stalked off into a corner of area 4.
Honi quietly approached him. “I know you’re frustrated. We all are. For what it’s worth, I think you’re right. This is coming from another country, or at least another part of the world. Right now the highest level of the Phoenix Organization is in Argentina. I think we should go there and see what we can find.”
Jake looked around the room. “What about what we’re doing here?”
“I have a hundred NSA analysts poring over every phone conversation connected to the Phoenix Organization. Every day, we’re identifying new code words that these people are using to disguise what they are saying. We’re figuring it all out.”
“We still have no idea how the top layer of the Phoenix Organization is communicating. We have to find that before we can find them.”
“Then I suggest we go to Buenos Aires and see what we can find. That will at least put us closer to the core of the Phoenix Organization, and that should help. Brett is really good. He can run things here without us.”
Jake looked around the room once again.
“Okay. We go to Argentina.”

CHAPTER 17

The capital of Argentina, Buenos Aires, population fifteen and a half million, is the most visited city in all of South America. The geographic local was originally named for the “good winds” that brought the early Spanish explorers safely to land at the mouth of the Rio de la Plata River.
Jake, Honi, Stafford and Ken arrived at Ministro Pistarini International Airport late in the evening, and made their way to the hotel by subway. They checked in, ate and got some much-needed sleep.
The next morning they arrived at an FBI safe house. Local Agent-In-Charge Clayton was there alone. Twenty-five new field agents trickled in over the next six hours. Once everyone was present, Jake began his instructions.
“This is exclusively a surveillance operation, which means you mingle, blend in, sit, walk and observe. You will ask no questions regarding any local activity, residents or other visitors. Your role here is “ghost.” You are to remain invisible. You will listen and observe only. We will supply you with GPS locations and contact times. The suspects will be using cell phones, some in enclosed spaces, and some out in the open. We need as many people identified as possible, so take covert photos and we will run them through facial recognition programs. Do not involve any local people or government resources. Some of the people you will be surveilling are going to be government employees, many of those will be upper echelon officials. It is absolutely critical that we do not spook any of the people we are watching. We are going to be here for the next two weeks, so vary your appearance, clothing and routines.”
Jake handed out assignments based on phone locations that were out in the open. Phones located inside private offices identified the people quickly. The ones used in the open were more of a mystery.
Over the next three days more FBI agents arrived. In addition, Honi had several NSA analysts brought in to help handle the technical load of information flowing in. More members of the Phoenix Organization were being identified. What the analysts discovered was that the code word associations were consistent around the globe, so more and more of the recorded conversations were making sense. A real picture of the Phoenix Organization’s activities was emerging, with the obvious exception of the top layer of control. Over the next eleven days not a single piece of information led them any closer to the top level of the Organization.
By then, Jake was growing absolutely furious over the lack of progress in identifying that illusive top level. “No!” he screamed. He picked up a chair and threw it across the room. “I am not letting you, a bunch of homicidal psychopaths, destroy the world! I’m not! If it’s the last thing I do, I will find a way to stop you!”
Honi slowly walked over to him. “Why don’t we take a walk and get some fresh air. You could use a change of scenery. You’ve been cooped up in here working twenty hours a day since we got here. And maybe what we need is a new perspective.”
He didn’t say anything, just grabbed his jacket and stalked out the door. They strolled slowly toward the center of the city, among the largely European-style buildings. It was winter in the southern hemisphere, but Buenos Aires is at about the same latitude south as Florida is north, making the daytime temperature around sixty degrees. Neither Jake nor Honi said anything for the first few blocks.
“We still don’t know who’s in charge of the Phoenix Organization, how they are communicating, or where the satellite control station is located,” Jake said, finally. “I’m just afraid we aren’t going to figure it all out in time.”
“And seven billion people are going to die?” Honi asked.
“Yeah.”
“So let’s focus on what we do know for a moment. We’ve got approximately 96 % of the people in the Phoenix Organization identified. We could take down the highest level of people we do know about, and interrogate them. Maybe we can find out from them who is on the top level. Some of the people we grab might also know where the satellite control center is located.”
“Too many maybes,” he replied. “What happens if we do that and nobody knows where the satellite control center is? What then?”
They entered the Plaza de Mayo in the center of the city.
“I know it’s not ideal,” Honi said. “But what we have now isn’t enough. Taking those people down would at least give us more than we have right now.”
They strolled to the left around a raised platform with a tall obelisk in the center. The Casa Rosada Presidential Palace stood majestically across the street.
“It’s a huge risk,” Jake said. “If we do that, there’s no turning back. We’re stuck with whatever consequences come from that point on.”
“That’s true.”
“Sometimes, like now, I wish I’d never seen that countdown watch. Then I wouldn’t feel like everybody in the whole world was depending on me to save them.”
“Honestly. I can’t think of anyone better than you to save them.”
They crossed the street that ran in front of the Presidential Palace. Jake looked at the street sign: Balcarce. The palace was to the southeast of them. Jake stood on the corner of the street and looked at the palace, the rose-colored Spanish architecture standing proudly in the center of the city. The old style of the building contrasted sharply with the modern antennas that bristled from the northwest corner of the third-story section.
“What is that?” Jake asked.
“What are you looking at?”
“That weird design on the corner of the north wall. I’ve never seen anything like that before.”
“The squiggly thing?”
“Yeah. It’s got like four arms that keep breaking up into smaller and smaller shapes, like smaller squares within even smaller squares, but not squares. The lines are all single extensions of the same line, folded into smaller boxes.”
Honi took her phone out and photographed the object. A few quick touches and it was on its way to Brett. Thirty seconds later her phone buzzed. She looked at the text.
“It’s an antenna. Brett called it a fractal antenna, some kind of broadband thing.”
“Broadband? That means it covers a wide range of channels, or frequencies, doesn’t it?”
“Yes. According to Brett, it can receive a large number of frequencies at the same time.”
Honi pulled her phone and called Brett. “That photo I sent you? Distance to the antenna is about one hundred feet. Can you determine the size and frequency response of the antenna?” She listened. “Thanks, Brett.” She disconnected.
“How wide is the frequency band for our encrypted phones?” Jake asked.
Honi punched in a text to Brett and waited for the reply. When it came back she looked at Jake. “We’re using about five percent of the frequency band that the fractal antenna uses.”
“So the frequencies that can be used for encrypted communications are twenty times larger?”
“Apparently. Instead of jumping around among one hundred different frequencies, that system would jump through two thousand, making it impossible to break the encryption.”
“Would Echelon pick up the frequencies?”
“Yes. But making sense of the frequencies and any potential message would be impossible.”
“We have to get back,” Jake said. He hailed a cab and they returned to the command center. Jake phoned Stafford and updated him on the way back.
Stafford met them at the door. “I took the liberty of having FBI agents look for fractal antennas on all of the buildings where we have future supreme leaders staying — should have some results back soon.”
Jake’s phone rang. It was Briggs. “Yeah, boss.” He looked at Honi. “Thanks.” He disconnected. “Identical antenna on the Treasury building, located right outside Secretary Halleran’s office.”
Photos began arriving on the computer system. One after another, the buildings in every country where a future supreme leader was located came back with the same fractal antenna on an outside wall.
Honi’s phone rang again. “It’s Brett,” she said. She answered and listened. “Frequencies are active,” she said. “Sounds like a hiss on every channel. It’s an encrypted communication system.”
“The top layer of the Phoenix Organization,” Jake said.
“Yes,” Stafford replied. “But who is the top person or group?”
“At this point, who it is can wait. Wherever the Phoenix Organization’s master communications center is, that’s where we will find the satellite control system.”
“And the control for the nuclear bomb,” Honi said.
“Hang on a second,” Jake said. He looked up at the ceiling, thinking. “In Senator Thornton’s office, I don’t remember seeing a special piece of equipment for the fractal antenna. It had to be connected to something, right?”
“Yes,” Stafford replied.
“Could it have been connected to Thornton’s computer?”
Stafford pulled his phone and called Dave Smith. “Was Thornton’s computer connected to anything in his office?” He listened. “Computer was connected to a USB cable that fed into the wall,” he told Jake.
“Do Thornton’s people know the computer’s missing?” Jake asked.
Stafford relayed the question and listened. “Maybe not. Dave’s guys swapped out the computer. It had the USB cable plugged in, but the computer was closed. If they simply put the computer into the office safe, they may not know it’s a different computer.”
“Tell Dave we need Thornton’s computer delivered to Brett in B6 area 4 of the NSA building, and see if he and his unit can get the fractal antenna off the outside of Thornton’s building without raising suspicion. That needs to go to Brett, too.”
“What are you thinking?” Honi asked.
“Thornton didn’t have a special device or a phone connected to the fractal antenna, he had his computer connected to it. His computer has to have a special board installed so he can communicate over the fractal encrypted network. If we have the computer and the antenna, we can tap into the network. The computer should have the encryption built in.”
Honi continued her conversation with Brett. “Where are the transmitting antennas?” She covered her phone with her hand. “He’s checking. This could take a while.” She waited. “There’s how many?” She covered her phone again. “Brett says according to Echelon, there are over two hundred active antennas located all over the globe. Now what?”
“Relay stations,” Stafford said. “They receive a signal on one frequency and retransmit it on another. Or, in this case, they receive on one set of frequencies and retransmit on another set.”
“So how do we find the original transmitting antenna?” Honi asked.
“Simple. Repeaters have more than one antenna — the original should have only one.”
Honi uncovered her phone. “Brett, we need National Reconnaissance Office photos of every antenna in that system, ASAP.” She disconnected. “How long is it going to take for our surveillance satellites to cover all of the antenna locations?”
Stafford lowered his head in thought, and then he looked up. “It could take half a day to cover the entire planet. It’s orbital physics. It’s not like driving a car. When the orbit takes the satellite over the target, we get the photo, not before.”
“What if we focus on just South America?” Honi asked.
“We still have to wait for a satellite to be in position, by that time, it’ll be dark here. No sunlight, no photo.”
“That can still work,” Jake said.
A computer chirped. “First NRO satellite photo coming in now,” Stafford said.
They clustered around the display. “It has five antennas,” Ken said. “I thought we were looking for two?”
“No, no,” Stafford said. “Look at the arrangement. Four antennas, same size as on the buildings, but these are pointing north, south, east and west. Those are all transmitting antennas. But see this one?” Stafford pointed to the screen. “That one is receiving the signal. It’s bigger because it is operating at a lower frequency. That makes sense. Lower frequencies follow the curvature of the earth, higher frequencies don’t. So to cover great distances, you need a lower frequency.”
“And a bigger antenna,” Honi said.
“Exactly. The receiving antenna should point directly toward the antenna transmitting the original signal. If we can measure the true angle on the antenna, we can plot where the original source is located.”
Another chirp from the computer and the second NRO photo began arriving. “Now, all we have to do is triangulate the two antennas to find the source,” Stafford pulled up a picture of the world on another computer and placed the two antennas on the global map. He read the angles off the photos Brett was sending them, and created lines running in those directions. “And they cross…”
“In the Pacific Ocean,” Honi said flatly. She leaned in to see the screen more clearly. “There isn’t even an island there.”
“Could be a ship.”
“Okay. I’ll give you that.” She pulled her phone, called Brett and gave him the new coordinates, and disconnected. “We’ll know in a couple of hours.”
One by one the NRO photos arrived. Stafford faithfully plotted the direction for the receiving antenna and entered it on the globe on his computer screen.
Honi’s phone buzzed. She looked at it. “Here’s your ship.” She handed her phone to him. He looked at the screen, expanded the image, and then expanded it again. He handed it back without saying a word.
“So what was on the image?” Jake asked.
“Water.”
“No ship?”
“Not even a raft. Obviously, the antennas were pointing at different transmitters. We’re going to need all of them, not just the ones in South America.”
Four hours later, Stafford called them over to see the new photo.
“This one’s different. Look, four large antennas and one small one.”
“Is that the same size as the building antennas?” Jake asked.
“No. It’s smaller.”
“So higher frequency?”
“Yep,” Stafford said. “With this frequency range, you’re looking at line of sight. The transmitter has to be on top of a mountain, or at least a high plateau.”
“But where?”
“We’ll know when we get more photos,” Stafford replied.
Jake turned and walked away. He stopped and turned around, returning to Stafford.
“Those repeater antennas. Are they near cities or towns?”
“No. Why?”
“Don’t they need electricity?”
“Of course. For an antenna in this range, you’d need a lot of electricity.”
“So where is the electricity coming from?” Jake asked.
Stafford enlarged one of the photos. “Each one of the antenna towers has a small concrete building at the base of it. There has to be a generator inside the building.”
“And who refills the fuel tank?”
Stafford expanded the photo again. “This one’s on a peak of some kind. It’s not buried in snow, so I’m guessing it isn’t that high an elevation.”
“Shouldn’t there be a road or at least tracks where a truck delivered fuel to the generator?” Jake asked.
Stafford expanded the photo more. “I don’t see any tracks, or a road.”
“So how does the generator run without fuel?”
“It can’t, can it? We need to get into one of these buildings.”
“Uh huh,” Jake said. “Let me know when you find one close to us.”
The photos continued to arrive on the computer throughout the night. The locations were on the other side of the world. The satellite needed to be above daylight on the surface. Infrared could be used at night, but it was difficult to get an idea of the antenna sizes from the images. With dawn of the last day of the deadline, more photos from South America began showing up on the computer screen.
Honi’s phone rang. It was Brett. She listened and then said, “I’ll have to get back to you.”
“Brett’s been working on Thornton’s computer, but it requires an encryption key. It has a three-try lockout security feature, so we’re going to have to have the right encryption key to get into his computer.”
“I’ve got a repeater close to us,” Stafford announced.
“Where?” Jake asked.
“Paraguay. Six hundred and twenty-eight miles north.”
“So how do we get there fast?”
“Private jet and helicopter,” Agent-In-Charge Clayton answered. He picked up the phone and made the arrangements. “Your FBI credentials and American Passports aren’t going to get you through customs in South America. I have some Brazilian Passports we can use, but you’ll need to look like very prosperous business people. Wealthy people get preferential treatment in this part of the world. There is an upscale clothing store on the way to the airport. We can stop there while my people are preparing your papers for customs.”
A twenty-minute shopping spree transformed Jake, Honi, Stafford and Ken into what looked like a business investment group for a Fortune 500 corporation. In fifteen minutes they were boarding a private Learjet 45 at the Aeroparque Jorge Newbery Airport in Buenos Aires. An hour and twenty-six minutes later, they landed at the Silvio Pettirossi International Airport in Luque, Paraguay.
“What do we say to the customs officials?” Honi asked. “We don’t speak any of the local languages. Won’t they know we’re Americans?”
Clayton smiled. “For very wealthy people, such as yourselves, all that is required is registering your passports and paying an entrance fee. You don’t have to appear before them in person. I will make all of the necessary arrangements.”
While Clayton took their passports to the local customs office, the four transferred immediately to a Sikorski helicopter waiting for them on the tarmac.
A half-hour later, they landed on a flattened portion of a large rocky hill. Jake, Honi, Stafford and Ken climbed the slope to the top where the antenna was located. The antenna tower was over a hundred feet tall with the fractal antennas mounted above that. Transmission cables ran down the tower and into the concrete building at the base of the tower. Jake checked the metal door. It was locked. He checked the deadbolt and pulled his lock pick set from his pocket. While Jake worked on the lock, Stafford used a small meter device to check for an alarm circuit.
“It looks clean. No sign of an alarm system.”
“Probably figured no one would come up here on a rock hill in the middle of nowhere,” Honi commented.
Jake slowly opened the door and peered inside. “Some kind of blue light in there.” He opened the door further and the four of them slowly walked inside.
“Well,” Ken said. “This answers the lack of fuel deliveries.”
The electronics for the repeater were housed in a metal enclosure on the right front section of the building. In the back was a circular machine, six feet in diameter and two feet tall. A metal dome covered both the top and bottom portions of the machine. Heavy wires ran from the top and bottom of the machine over to the electronics enclosure. From the center, a rotating ring was exposed with another ring partially visible inside of that. The rings were spinning counterclockwise. The whole machine was surrounded by a gentle blue glow.
Jake slowly began to approach the machine, but when he got six feet from the blue glow, the hairs on his arms and head raised up. Stafford grabbed him by the elbow and pulled him back.
“Better not. Too much static electricity. You could get electrocuted just getting near it.”
“Possible radiation hazard, too,” Ken added.
Jake stepped back. “So what the hell is it?”
“We’re going to need Andropov,” Honi said. “Maybe he can figure out what this machine is and how it works.” She pulled her phone, but there was no service.
They stepped back out of the building and Stafford took out his phone.
“No service. But we have GPS. From the angle on the antenna our transmitting source is due northwest from here.”
“We need to get back to civilization so we can contact our people,” Honi said.
They scrambled back down the hill to the helicopter and took off toward Luque.
When they landed, Jake called General Davies.
“General, it’s Jake Hunter. We need Andropov flown down to La Paz, Bolivia immediately. We have a general location for the Organization’s communications center, sir. We think the satellite control system is in central Bolivia. We need an immediate military ground assault force put together, with full air support, to take control of that satellite command center. We’re less than eight hours from the deadline.” He listened carefully. “Yes, sir, I understand. If this doesn’t happen in the next seven hours and forty-three minutes, seven billion people are going to die.” He disconnected.
“So what’s the problem?” Honi asked.
“Logistics,” Stafford answered. “It takes time to put physical assets in place.”
“Like what?” Ken asked.
“Aircraft consume a large amount of fuel. We can refuel in the air, but only if there is an air tanker where you need it. South America isn’t exactly military friendly to us, so we don’t have enough logistical support to operate in the middle of Bolivia.”
“We need to be on the assault team,” Honi stated. “How are they going to pick us up?”
“Leave that to me,” Clayton said. “We have a small private airfield outside of La Paz that we use in partnership with the DEA for drug interdiction missions. We can use that.”
“Okay,” Jake said. “Get us to La Paz.”
Honi pulled her phone and called Brett. “Get the NRO satellites covering central Bolivia. Look for a tall antenna tower out in the middle of nowhere. Send me the photos and the GPS coordinates as soon as you have them.”
They boarded the Learjet 45 and took off for La Paz.
“This is going to be close,” Jake said.

CHAPTER 18

They landed at El Alto International Airport, 8 miles southwest of La Paz, at half past noon, local time. The most immediate sensation was the thinness of the air.
“What’s our altitude?” Jake asked.
“Thirteen thousand, three hundred twenty-five feet,” Clayton answered. “You’re standing on the highest international airport in the world.”
They passed through customs without incident, and entered the four-door sedan of the local FBI office chief.
“I’m FBI Agent-In-Charge Tony Wessler, La Paz office,” he said, leaning over the seat.
They all shook hands. After an hour drive into the mountains to the east, they stopped at a small grass runway airfield nestled in a narrow valley. On the east side of the runway stood a twenty by thirty-foot wood construction office, two six-by-eight storage sheds and four one-thousand-gallon fuel storage tanks. The air was cool and thin.
Jake’s phone rang. It was General Davies. “Yes, General.”
“Are you in Bolivia?” General Davies asked.
“Yes, we’re at a small drug interdiction airport east of La Paz.”
“Okay. I know where that is. You will be picked up on the way to the target. How close are you to an exact final destination?”
“Close. We should have an exact location for the Phoenix Organization’s communications center by the time your forces are in the air.”
“Understood. I have Andropov and the President’s Unit on super-sonic transport. As soon as they arrive we will initiate the mission.”
“Thank you, General.” Jake disconnected.
“Well, at least we have cell service out here,” Honi said.
“We have our own tower,” Wessler replied. “Operational requirement for drug interdiction.”
Honi called Brett. “How are the NRO photos coming?” she asked. “Uh huh. What about infrared?” She grabbed a pen and a sheet of paper. “Okay, go ahead.” She started writing numbers down. “Got it. Thanks Brett.” She disconnected.
“There’s only one thing there and it shows up in the infrared spectrum. GPS coordinates are -17.349362 degrees Latitude and -59.735368 degrees Longitude. It’s in the middle of the Chiquitos Province.”
“What does the facility layout look like?” Stafford asked.
“Trees.”
“What do you mean trees? There has to be some kind of structure there.”
“There is. But only on infrared — single rectangular structure — the satellite photos show only trees — no buildings.”
“That’s got to be some really good camouflage,” Stafford said.
“We’ll find out how they did that when we get there,” Honi replied.
“Meanwhile,” Wessler said. “We have camo-fatigues and bullet-resistant vests for you in the first storage shed. You’re going to have to pick and choose boots from what we’ve got.” He looked at Honi’s feet and grimaced. “Probably don’t have anything in your size, sorry.”
Honi looked down at the black high-heeled shoes she had picked out for her business suit. “Whatever you have has got to be better than these.”
Honi picked out the smallest sized fatigues, boots, and four pairs of socks, and went into the office bathroom to change. When she came out Jake, Stafford and Ken were standing in the office wearing their fatigues. They looked at her. Jake raised his eyebrows. She had her shirt cuffs turned back and buttoned, but the shirt was still billowing out around her. The pants fluffed out like old-fashioned riding trousers, which she had stuffed down into her obviously oversized boots.
“How are the boots?” Jake asked.
Honi looked down at her feet. “I feel like a duck. Four pairs of socks and they’re still loose.”
“Can you walk and run in them?”
“Maybe. I’ll let you know.”
She walked out the office door. Jake watched as she jumped and shook. Then she ran awkwardly back and forth next to the grass runway. When she came back in, she looked discouraged.
“This isn’t going to work.”
Jake pulled his phone and called General Davies.
“We need a set of battle fatigues. What size?” he asked Honi.
“Women’s size four. And size five boots.”
Jake repeated the information to General Davies.
“Thank you, General.” Jake disconnected.
“They’ll be on the transport.”
She looked a little sheepish. “Thank you,” she said softly.
“Are you kidding? We’re going into battle. I want you there right next to me.”
She looked back at him, eyes locked on his, and didn’t say a word.
“And right next to me,” Stafford said. He and Ken had come out to check on Honi.
“And me,” Ken added.
“We’re a team,” Jake said. “Come hell or high water, we’re still a team. Nothing is going to change that.”
She tightened her lips and nodded. “Thank you,” she said confidently.
“Now let’s pick out our weapons,” Jake said.
The back room of the office doubled as a sleeping area with four cots, and an armory. Jake and Stafford picked out M-16 rifles, Honi and Ken selected H&K MP5s. They all stuffed an extra clip in each vest pocket.
Jake’s phone buzzed. He looked at the message. “Assault force is in the air. Based on the carrier, USS Carl Vinson, off the coast of Chili. They’re six hours out.” He looked at the clock. It was two o’clock in the afternoon. Six hours from now would make it eight in the evening local time, which was midnight, Universal Time — the deadline. He shook his head. “It’s too close. Too much can go wrong.”
“It’s all we can do,” Stafford replied. “We’ve got to try.”
Jake nodded and started pacing back and forth.
“Save your energy,” Stafford said quietly. “You’re going to need every ounce of it when we take the facility.”
“You’re going to need to eat,” Wessler said. He had opened six cans of beef stew and was warming it in a pot.
The warm food was welcomed and helped them relax a bit. Jake noticed each one glance at the clock on the wall every few minutes. In some ways, waiting was the hard part, not knowing what to expect, uncertain of the conditions they would encounter.
Jake, Honi, Stafford and Ken drifted outside as the sun set. The mountain shadow had long ago cut off the direct light of the sun. Now, what light remained was fading fast.
“They’ll refuel in the air,” Stafford said. “Maybe twice, depending on the aircraft. You don’t want to go into combat with an empty fuel tank.”
“What bothers me is that we don’t know what kind of technology or weapons we’re going up against. We might not stand a chance,” Jake said.
“And what chance do we have if we don’t stop them?” Stafford said.
Jake looked at Honi and Ken. They were calm and determined. “Then we give it everything we have.”
Jake’s phone buzzed again. He checked the screen. “ETA ten minutes. Our ride’s almost here.”
They went inside, checked their weapons and walked back out to wait in the chilly night air. The heavy throb of large helicopter blades began to shake the air. Red and green lights appeared over the trees and a brilliant landing light came on, illuminating the landscape. The downwash whipped at them as an MV-22B Marine Osprey settled in over the grass runway and softly touched down. The back ramp opened up and two Army Special Forces soldiers bounded out toward them. The first soldier handed a stack of clothes and a set of boots to Honi.
“Uniform for the lady. Compliments of the United States Army. You can change on board, ma’am.”
“Thank you.”
The four of them followed the two soldiers up the ramp, which closed just as the Osprey lifted off. The landing light and the running lights were turned off as the aircraft went dark for its approach against the target. Each soldier turned his back as Honi changed into her new uniform.
“Everything fit?” Jake asked.
“Perfectly.”
Everyone settled in for the half-hour flight to the Phoenix Organization’s communications facility. The Osprey rose and fell as it skipped over the terrain. Within a few minutes, three other Ospreys joined up next to them, one on the right and two on the left. At ten minutes before the attack, a soldier on each side of the Osprey opened the side panels and clamped the high-speed Dillon M134D Gatling Guns into position. They connected the curved ammunition feeders to the side of the weapons, plugged in the power cords, and started them up.
“Ready on the left,” a soldier yelled over the noise.
“Ready on the right,” the other soldier echoed.
Honi stood and looked out the left side panel.
“What the hell is that?” she shouted. She motioned for Jake to join her.
In the distance in front of them, Jake and Honi saw a glowing disc rise out of the darkness of the trees, and start moving off to the left at high speed.
“UFO, ma’am,” the left-side gunner said. “I’ve seen ‘em before. Just pray it keeps on going. They’re real nasty to deal with, ma’am.”
She turned to Jake. “Well,” she said with a smile on her face. “At least we know we’re in the right place.”

CHAPTER 19

Jake, Honi, Stafford and Ken strapped on their helmets and powered up their night-vision systems. Everything appeared in various shades of green, with heat sources particularly bright.
“We’re goin’ in!” the left-side gunner shouted. “Air support is sixty seconds out.”
Soldiers ran from the building below and started shooting at the Ospreys with automatic weapons. The Osprey gunners returned fire with the Gatling Guns. The hand-held weapons used by the men on the ground fired 10 rounds per second. The Gatling Guns on the Ospreys fired 50 rounds per second. The difference was decisive. Jake and Honi watched as the Osprey gunners swept over the soldiers running out of the building. Every fifth round fired from the Gatling Gun was a tracer, with a small amount of phosphorus burning at the back end of the bullet. The effect in the night-vision goggles was an almost constant beam of bright green light streaming from the Gatling Guns, which allowed the gunners to see where the bullets were going in the dark.
There were two large saucer-shaped objects covered with camo tarps on the ground next to the building. Jake watched as an enemy soldier yanked the tarp off the first saucer and ran into a lowered ramp on the underside of the vehicle.
“Open door!” Jake shouted to the gunner pointing at the saucer closest to the building. “Focus your fire into the open door!”
The gunner swept his fire into the doorway as the ramp began closing.
“Keep it there!”
The gunner swept his fire back and forth inside the shrinking opening. The saucer started to glow a dull white, which appeared bright green in their goggles. The saucer began to rise into the air, but the ramp stopped with a foot and a half to go before it was closed.
“More!” Jake shouted to the gunner.
The landing struts on the saucer inched up into the underside as it struggled to gain height.
It’s been six, maybe seven seconds, Jake thought. There must be more than three hundred bullets bouncing around inside of that thing. They have to be damaging something.
Suddenly the saucer tipped toward the slightly open door and fell to the ground. The glow disappeared.
The two Ospreys on the outside of the formation slowed and hovered over the tree tops with their side gunners firing into the landing zone, clearing the way for the other two Ospreys to land. The Osprey carrying Jake’s team and the President’s Unit swung right, left side facing the antenna building. The fourth Osprey was right behind them, both rapidly dropping toward the ground. The rear platform was lowered quickly as the President’s Unit stood, weapons ready, waiting to hit the ground running. Jake, Honi, Stafford and Ken were right behind them.
The Osprey hit the ground with a heavy thump. They all rushed onto the ground and toward the building. The Osprey in the air on the right focused its Gatling Gun fire right into the open door of the building, preventing anyone from coming out and joining the fight. As soon as all the soldiers were on the ground, those two Ospreys lifted off and turned to take the place of the two still in the air, which two rotated to the outside and swung around to land.
An explosion blew open the front of one of the Ospreys that had just lifted off. It banked hard to the right and spun down into the trees. A second Osprey, swinging in to land, was struck in the right engine pod by a blinding flash of light. The pod exploded and the Osprey tipped and dropped to the ground, pieces of the large blades shattering and shredding nearby trees. Jake looked up, over the trees. The bright glow of a saucer was streaking across the sky toward them, powerful light beams flashing at the Ospreys still in the air. The damned saucer came back!
Just then, Jake heard the screeching of fighter jets. Four Navy F/A-18E Super Hornet Joint Strike Fighter Jets curved around the landing zone at nearly Mach 2, pointed directly at the incoming saucer. Multiple sonic booms echoed across the canopy of trees. The first four jets fired two missiles each at the flying saucer. Eight fire trails rapidly closed in on the saucer, which moved vertically at an amazing speed. It then quickly moved forward, flying over the missiles, and fired blazing flashes at the Super Hornet jets. Each jet was hit, lost control, and curved away from the saucer, heading down into the trees. Four explosions from the damaged jets rocked the deep forest as the planes crashed.
I hope the pilots got out, Jake thought. Four more Super Hornets flew in right behind them, launching another eight missiles at the glowing saucer. Meanwhile the first eight missiles had turned and were closing in on the back side of the saucer. Eight rapid flashes leapt from the back of the saucer destroying the missiles. The second set of four Super Hornets banked sharply to the side as another four screamed overhead and fired more missiles.
Still more screaming Super Hornets closed in on the saucer, four from the far left, four from the far right and four flying right over Jake, all firing two missiles each. The air was filled with burning trails of air-to-air missiles closing in on the saucer. The saucer again shot vertically at an unbelievable speed and fired bright flashes at the Super Hornets, striking each of them and sending them spiraling to the ground. As the saucer fired at the incoming missiles, twelve more Super Hornets joined the fight, boxing the saucer in from three sides. Two dozen more missiles were fired as they quickly closed in on the saucer. Some of the missiles had been fired high, ready to take on the saucer, should it jump higher into the air, which it did. Now the saucer was being forced to move away from the battle. Another wave of twelve Super Hornets rose into the air, firing more missiles toward the saucer. As the saucer retreated, it fired more brilliant flashes of light at the missiles, destroying them one after the other.
Two more waves of twelve Super Hornets closed in from the sides of the saucer, launching even more missiles. The saucer continued blasting missiles out of the air, but more were being fired by the jets than the saucer could shoot down. Gradually the tide turned. To avoid being hit by a missile, the saucer retreated into the distance.
Jake looked over at the crashed third Osprey. Soldiers were slowly climbing out of the wrecked plane and stumbling toward the building. The Osprey that had been firing into the open door of the building had also crashed. The fourth Osprey landed and its soldiers surrounded the building in a defensive formation. The entrance to the building was now open for a frontal assault. The Special Forces soldiers and the President’s Unit swarmed the door, firing into the interior as they entered. Jake, Honi, Stafford and Ken were right behind them.
The interior of the building was lighted, so they had to flip their night-vision up and out of the way before they entered. The brightness blinded them for a second until their eyes adjusted. Some of the Special Forces soldiers and some of the President’s Unit had fallen and were lying on the floor, wounded. Jake, Honi, Stafford and Ken quickly stepped over some of their downed comrades, identified targets and fired. Jake’s first clip was empty. He dropped the clip from the underside of his rifle and snapped the second one into place. Honi was doing the same.
Three men in white lab coats raised their arms in the middle of the firefight. One of them had a bright red blood stain spreading across his coat from the lower left side of his abdomen. Every enemy soldier was down and bleeding. The Army Special Forces soldiers and what remained of the President’s Unit swept the weapons away from the men on the floor and checked to see who was still alive. Four were found alive but unconscious. The Special Forces soldiers placed the enemy soldiers’ hands and feet in plastic cuffs and dragged them away from the desk mounted to the wall farthest from the front door. Medics attended immediately to wounded Special Forces soldiers and those of the President’s Unit.
Honi rushed forward and checked the two computers on the top of the desk.
“No, no, no. They’ve all been hit. We can’t recover anything.”
The three men in white lab coats stood, glancing at each other. They appeared confident that their mission had been successful. The soldiers pushed each of them to the floor and placed them in plastic cuffs. Jake calmly walked over to the wounded man and placed the hot barrel of his M-16 near the guy’s nose so he could feel the heat and smell the burned gunpowder.
“You’re too late!” he yelled. “It doesn’t matter what you do to us, it’s done. You’re all going to die!” His arrogant expression remained.
Jake walked away and started opening drawers and cabinets.
“What are you looking for?” Honi asked.
“Anything that might help.”
Andropov peeked around the corner of the door frame.
“Come on in,” Honi said.
Andropov slowly made his way around the soldiers who had fallen in battle and came over to the desk. He looked at the shattered computers on the bullet-ridden desk and raised his eyebrows.
“That’s not helpful.”
“No, it isn’t.”
Jake continued to search through drawers and file cabinets. He thumbed through the files. Most of them were in German, but some were in English. He looked at the titles. More reading for Andropov, he thought. He continued looking. When he closed the last drawer he looked back at Honi.
“Nothing.”
He looked around at all of the dead enemy soldiers on the floor. All of this death and destruction, he thought. And what did we gain? He looked at Honi. She was staring back at him while she leaned with her back against the desk, her hands clamped around the edge of the desk top. He looked at her small hands, and remembered how fast they moved and the amazing power she controlled. He looked away, and then his mind caught on something. He looked back at Honi’s hands. It wasn’t her hands that had caught his attention; it was a recessed shelf under the desk top. In the bright room light, it was mostly hidden in shadow. The shelf ran the entire length of the desk top, which appeared to be twelve feet long.
Jake looked at his M-16. It had a small high intensity light mounted under the barrel. They hadn’t needed it with the night-vision goggles. He turned on the light and began shining it under the top of the desk. The shelf was only four inches below the desk top and recessed four inches back. As he swept the shelf with his light he saw books, food wrappers, note pads, file folders and crushed coffee cups. Near the left end was a flat object tucked back against the wall, a foot back from the edge of the shelf. He reached in and pulled the object out into the light.
Honi looked down at it in amazement. “It’s a laptop computer.”
Jake examined it in more detail. It had a dent in the left front corner. Other than that, it looked to be in working order. He examined the dent. Copper, he thought. A copper jacketed bullet had grazed the corner of the computer and spun it to the back of the shelf. He looked at the three men on the floor in their white lab coats. One of them was watching him. He looked nervous.
Jake motioned toward the three men with his rifle.
“Put them up in chairs.”
Dave Smith from the President’s Unit came over to him.
“What are you thinking?”
“I’m thinking it’s not over yet. If it really were, they wouldn’t care about a working computer.”
Dave turned and smiled at the three men they had strapped to the chairs.
“Well. This is going to get interesting.”
Dave walked over in front of the three men, took out his K-Bar knife and waved it in front of each man. Not one could take his eyes off the knife blade as it moved close to their faces. Dave studied their facial micro-expressions closely and walked back to Jake.
“Guy on the right,” he whispered to Jake. “He’s the one who knows.”
Jake handed the computer to Honi. She opened it, plugged the power cord into the outlet against the back wall, and powered it up.
“We need a login,” Honi said.
Jake looked at the man on the right, approached him and stuck the barrel of the M-16 against his chest, pointing at his heart.
“Login!”
The man spit at Jake’s face. His name tag was pinned to his lab coat: Schmidt, Jake thought. Could be German, maybe English.
“Anyone here read German?” Jake asked.
“I do,” Andropov said softly.
“Okay. Everybody start going through the files. We’re looking for logins, passwords, and personnel files — anything that is going to help us get into this computer.”
The men of the President’s Unit spread out quickly as did Honi, Stafford and Ken. They started sorting through the file cabinets, pulling and reading anything that even looked hopeful. Ken Bartholomew found the personnel file for Schmidt and brought it over to Honi.
She looked at the file. The guy’s first name was Heinrich. She typed in HSchmidt for a login and hit enter. Invalid username came back on the screen. She checked the file again. Heinrich had a middle initial in his name. She added that. It didn’t work. She checked the year of his birth and added that to the end of the username. Still didn’t work. She tried all lower case letters. Not that, either. She typed the login in all upper case letters.
The screen changed, requesting an encryption key.
All uppercase, she thought. What an ego. “Okay. Now we need an encryption key. It could be any phrase, sequence of numbers, letters or any combination thereof. Find it.”
Every soldier in the building started going through each scrap of paper looking for what might be the encryption key.
“Look at the guy on the right,” Dave whispered.
Jake studied the man’s facial expression. He looked confident.
“Okay,” Jake whispered back. “It’s not on a piece of paper. Where is it?” Short encryption codes were easy to remember, but ineffective. Longer ones worked well, but were hard to remember, unless they were formed from the first letter of each word in a well-known phrase. Jake hoped that wasn’t the case. Discovering the phrase could take days, if they found it at all. He studied the walls for signs, posters or photographs. Nothing. The walls were bare. So were the floor and ceiling. Jake glanced back at the man in the chair. He had a smug, confident look that Jake found irritating. Jake glanced at his countdown watch—25 hours, 3 minutes and 17 seconds to go until the final solar storm hit.
Jake looked again at the man in the chair. He looked away, just not fast enough. The watch, Jake thought. He recognized the countdown watch. Jake walked slowly around the room, checking the walls again. He wandered in back of the three seated men and checked their wrists. Each one wore a countdown watch. Jake slowly checked the dead enemy soldiers. None of them wore a countdown watch.
“Get these three out of here,” Jake said firmly. “Secure them in the Osprey.”
The soldiers cut the three men loose from the chairs and marched them out to the plane. Dave Smith approached.
“You know where the encryption code is?”
Honi, Stafford and Ken gathered around him.
“It’s on this watch,” Jake replied, removing it from his wrist. He studied the watch face in detail: Numbers from 0 to 23, the minute, second and hour hands, and the numbers for the day. That was it on the watch face. That and a fuzzy gray line running around the outer edge.
“Could the encryption code be a sequence of dots and dashes?” Ken asked.
“No,” Honi replied. “It would be numbers, letters or ones and zeros.”
“Ones and zeros?” Ken asked. “Could those be represented by a line and a dot?”
“Yes, they could. Why?”
“The gray circle around the outer edge of the watch face — it’s composed of very small lines that point toward the center of the watch face, mixed with dots.”
“How do you know that?” Honi asked.
“We had just examined some gold bearer bonds in New York. I had my jeweler’s loop with me, so I looked at the watch face through the magnifying lens.”
“You have your loop with you now?”
“No.”
“Search the room,” Jake ordered. “We’re looking for a magnifying glass or a jeweler’s loop.”
After ten minutes of frantic examination, they came up with nothing.
“Search the men on the plane. They have to have one — otherwise they couldn’t read the encryption key.”
Dave Smith and two of the other men from the President’s Unit ran out the door. Five minutes later they returned with a jeweler’s loop. Ken took the watch and the loop and examined the gray circle on the watch face.
“There are a lot of lines and dots on here. I don’t know where to start.”
“Look for three or four dots in a row,” one of the men on the President’s Unit said. “I’m Aaron Smith, electronics and computer specialist. May I?”
Ken examined the watch face. “I’ve got one set of three dots, not four, and many groups of two dots. What does that mean?”
“It means we start with the three dots followed by a line,” Aaron replied.
He sat at the computer and typed in three zeros and a one. “Next four?”
They continued around the circumference of the watch face until they came back to the three zeros. Arron hit the return key. The numbers cleared from the box and nothing else happened. They stood, looking at the screen, not saying anything.
“Did you read them clockwise, or counterclockwise?” Jake asked.
“Clockwise,” Ken replied.
“The watch runs the other way. Try it counterclockwise.”
Aaron started with the three zeros and a one. They continued around the watch face until the last sequence had been entered. Aaron looked up with his finger poised over the enter key.
“Go ahead,” Jake said.
Aaron pressed the enter key and the screen changed. This time it showed an oval line circling an orange spot in the center of the screen. Boxes with numbers in them were nestled into the top corners of the screen. On the left side were two boxes with unfamiliar mathematical formulas in them. They were very similar to each other with some minor differences in some of the numbers. The top box was labeled R, and the lower box had PG in it. The right side had only one box, and it was counting down in hours and minutes.
“This is our countdown timer,” Jake said. “Can we change the count?”
Aaron clicked on the box. Nothing happened. He moved the mouse indicator over the box on the right. No change.
“It’s an indicator. Not a control. It can’t be changed.” Aaron moved the mouse indicator over the formulas in the left boxes. The indicator changed from an arrow to a vertical line. “These are input boxes.”
“Isn’t there some place to enter an abort code?” Jake asked.
Aaron looked at the screen and shook his head. “I think we’re way past that, sir.”
Andropov slowly approached the computer and looked at the screen.
“Is that what I think it is?”
“The satellite in orbit around the sun?” Jake said.
Andropov checked the timer value. “Six hours, forty two minutes and thirty-eight seconds. I’m afraid we are too late.”
“Why?”
“Because we are on the dark side of the planet. You can’t even send a signal toward the sun until dawn. It has to be line of sight. By then the bomb will have detonated and the solar storm will be on its way.”
“Then they had to have sent the detonation signal before it got dark. They sent it before the deadline. It was already too late before we got on the Osprey.”
“They had to know the world wasn’t surrendering to them,” Stafford said. “None of the supreme leaders were installed. It was obvious.”
“So now seven billion people are going to die,” Jake said.

CHAPTER 20

“Okay, people, let’s start wrapping this up,” Stafford said. “We have wounded to attend to and pilots downed in the trees. Let’s go!”
Jake felt the sense of failure and loss sinking deeply into his mind. He stood there, his mind reeling with everything they had gone through: The hopelessness against the solar storm and the lack of the earth’s magnetic shield that Dr. Spencer had explained. By now all seven of the MagGen satellites had been destroyed. These were all forces beyond his human ability to influence or change; the short time left and the great distance between the earth and the sun. He walked outside and looked up at the flickering stars. The sun was so close by comparison, but under the circumstances it may as well be as far away as another star.
Another star, he thought. Dr. Franklin!
“Dave!” he shouted. “Dave Smith!”
“Right here, Agent Hunter.”
“Can we get computer signals in and out of here?”
“Sure. We use computers on missions all of the time. The Osprey is equipped with encrypted Wifi. We can connect with satellites or the E-2 Hawkeye Command and Control aircraft circling around us.”
“Can we get a secure connection to George Washington University?”
“I’m sure we can. What have you got?”
“Dr. Franklin at GW University invented a special antenna system. Project HAICS, the Hyper-Accelerated Interstellar Communication System. It’s not on the earth; it’s in orbit, with a clear shot at the sun. We can use it to communicate with the Phoenix Organization satellite. We’re going to need some uninterrupted time to work this out. Can you keep that saucer from coming back?”
“Those Super Hornets haven’t gone away. They’re being refueled in the air by a KC-130 and are on perimeter patrol against that saucer. I don’t know how much comfort it is to you right now, but you are standing on the most protected piece of land on the planet.”
“I need to talk with General Davies, right now.”
Dave pulled his satellite phone off his utility belt and dialed. He handed the phone to Jake.
“Yes, General, it’s Hunter. I need you to wake up some people, starting with a Dr. Harold Franklin at George Washington University in D.C. Activate Project HAICS, the Hyper Accelerated Interstellar Communications System. Get Dr. Franklin to wherever the control system is for that project and get it active. Time is super critical.” He listened. “Yes, General, every second counts. Thank you, sir.” He handed the phone back to Dave.
Jake rushed back into the building. “Honi, Stafford, Ken, Andropov and Aaron Smith — I need all of you over here at the computer.”
“What’s going on?” Honi asked.
“We have an outside chance of fixing this. But first we need to understand this program that connects to the satellite orbiting the sun.”
Honi pulled her phone and checked the display. “Five bars. But it won’t connect to the encrypted network.”
Dave Smith took her phone out of her hand and punched in a sequence of letters, punctuation marks and numbers. “Now it will. Anybody else?”
Jake, Stafford and Ken handed over their phones.
“No problem.”
“Aaron, you said the boxes in the upper left corner of the satellite program were input boxes. Inputs to what?” Jake said.
“I don’t know. It’s a mathematical formula of some kind.”
“Let me take a look,” Andropov said. He leaned in toward the screen. “There has to be more to the formula than that.” He tried to expand the size of the boxes, but that didn’t work.
“Try a right click on the mouse,” Aaron suggested.
Andropov right-clicked the upper box. A new window opened in the center of the screen with the complete formula displayed. He studied the formula for several seconds.
“It’s an orbital formula. My guess is that it controls the orbit of the satellite around the sun. The box is labelled R, probably for the Reflector. The other box, the PG, is probably the Electro-Magnetic Pulse Generator. That will be the orbital control for the bomb.”
“What else is there on this computer?” Jake asked.
“Wait,” Aaron said. “We will have time for that later. If we close out of this program, we may not be able to get back in to stop the bomb.”
Jake breathed out heavily. “You’re right. I’m so wound up right now — I’m having trouble thinking clearly.”
“That happens to everybody who is involved in missions like this. We go through a lot of training to minimize the effect of the stress, but nobody is immune to it. From what I understand at this point, we can’t do anything until we hear back from General Davies. Is that correct?”
“Yes.”
“So chill. Go outside and walk around. Let go of some of the stress. We’ll come get you as soon as the General calls — no problem.”
Jake wasn’t happy about the suggestion, but it did make sense. He walked slowly out the door and nodded to the soldiers on guard. Honi followed him out.
“So what are you thinking?” she asked.
He took a deep breath and let it out. “I don’t even know if Dr. Franklin’s system is going to work. I mean, it needs a special antenna in order to function properly. You saw the thing he designed. What do you think?”
“Well. The transmitting antenna was certainly complex, but the receiving antenna was just a straight length of wire. The Organization’s satellite antenna might be compatible, at least to some degree. I think it has a chance of working.”
Jake walked slowly over to the damaged saucer and looked in the door. The opening was three feet wide and the ramp was open by eighteen inches.
“Look at this,” Jake said. “Our gunner poured between three hundred and four hundred thirty-caliber rounds through this opening. There are no holes or dents. Just some copper residue where the bullets bounced off the metal.”
Honi looked at the marks in the saucer opening. “We’re going to need the academics who worked on this material taken into custody. They can trade knowledge and cooperation in place of prison time.”
“Yeah. Assuming…”
Honi poked him in the upper arm softly with her fist. “Hey, come on. Where’s all that optimism and confidence?”
He placed his hand against the curve of the saucer and looked at her.
“General Davies on the satellite phone!” Dave yelled from the doorway.
Jake and Honi rushed back to the computer. Jake grabbed the phone.
“General? You found Dr. Franklin?”
“Yes. He’s in the Hat Creek Observatory in northern California. That’s also where his control system is installed. They’re powering up right now. You should have him online in a minute or two. Just let me know what else you need.”
“Thank you, General,” Jake said, as he handed the satellite phone back to Dave.
Aaron Smith was setting up a secure computer from the Osprey on the desk to the left of the Organization’s laptop. The communications screen came up quickly.
“He’ll need the orbital formula for the reflector satellite,” Andropov said. “I can enter that in for you. The math symbols use a specialized code.”
“Okay, here we go,” Aaron said. “He’s logged in.”
An image of Dr. Franklin appeared on the screen. Jake moved in closer to the screen.
“Dr. Franklin, it’s FBI Agent Hunter. You remember me?”
“Yes. Is Agent Badger there, as well?”
Honi leaned in so Dr. Franklin could see her. “Right here,” she said as she waved.
“We need to see if you can locate a satellite in orbit around the sun,” Jake said.
“Which sun?” Dr. Franklin replied.
“Ours. We’re sending you the orbital formula now.”
Andropov sat in front of the screen and typed the formula into the computer. Dr. Franklin looked toward the bottom of his screen.
“It’s coming in now. Our transmitter has an optical component to it, so we should be able to get a lock on it. Rotating into position now.”
Jake was on edge as he watched Dr. Franklin typing away and glancing at his screen.
“Oh wow. That’s huge. Any idea where the antenna is on that thing?”
“You mean you have to have a specific spot to aim your system?” Jake asked.
“Oh yes. At this close range, it matters very much.”
“Try dead center,” Andropov said. “Control package should be at the center of the reflector, not near the edge.”
“Okay. What frequency?”
“We don’t know,” Andropov said. “The original system was attached to an antenna outside of this building. This is a backup computer, and we need your antenna, not the one here.”
Radio waves travel at the speed of light, Jake reminded himself. Light from the sun takes eight minutes and twenty-five seconds to get to the earth. “Do you know how long the transit time will be for your signal?” Jake asked.
“From our satellite to the sun?”
“Yes,” Jake answered.
“About half a second, give or take a few milliseconds.”
“Half a second instead of eight minutes?”
“Yes. Give or take a little. What does the antenna on the outside of your building look like?”
“Hold on,” Jake said.
“There’s a hand-held searchlight in the osprey,” Aaron said. “I’ll be right back.” He ran out the door and returned within two minutes. “The antenna on the outside of the building is a square. Range finder and remote measurement device says it’s 48 inches on each side.”
“Square?” Dr. Franklin asked.
“Yes,” Andropov said. “It’s fractal.”
“Yes. It would have to be. With that size, we have two thousand discrete frequencies to try. What’s our time frame?”
Jake checked the countdown watch on his wrist and subtracted the 17.6-hour travel time for the CME. “Two hours?” Jake replied cringing.
Honi leaned over and whispered, “Isn’t it more like five hours?”
“You want to wait until the last minute?” Jake whispered back. She shook her head.
“We can do that,” Dr. Franklin said. “If we get a signal back, or something moves, we’ll get confirmation in…eight minutes and twenty-five seconds.”
“Exactly,” Jake said. “When we run out of time, a nuclear bomb is going to detonate creating the largest CME ever known, unless we succeeded in changing the orbit.”
The bomb, Jake thought. Andropov gave Dr. Franklin the formula for the Reflector. We’re targeting the wrong satellite.
“Hold on, Dr. Franklin,” Jake said. “There are two satellites up there. I think we want the other one.”
Jake looked at the Reflector orbital formula box. “Andropov, you have that formula written down?”
“Right here.”
“Open the Pulse Generator box.”
Andropov right clicked on the PG box. The formula was slightly different.
Send him the orbital information for the Pulse Generator.”
“Coming in now,” Dr. Franklin replied. “Retargeting. Got it. Hold on.”
“What is it?” Jake asked.
“Well, as I mentioned, our transmitter has an optical component.”
“Yes?”
“I can see the receiving antenna on the satellite. It is a fractal antenna. Looks to be the same size as the one you have. That should help us. It’ll pick up more of our signal than an ordinary antenna would.”
“These satellites are self-correcting, right?” Jake asked. “So if the orbit gets a little off, it corrects with thrusters, or something similar, right?”
“Yes,” Andropov replied. “It would have to do that.”
“So what happens if we give the Pulse Generator the same orbital formula as the Reflector?”
“It would move the bomb into the same place as the reflector,” Andropov said.
“So let’s do that. Send the orbital formula for the Reflector to the Pulse Generator. That way, when the bomb detonates, it will destroy the Reflector satellite at the same time.”
“Yes, yes,” Andropov said excitedly as he typed the formula in for Dr. Franklin to transmit.
“I have it,” Dr. Franklin replied. “Transmitting. Scanning through the frequencies now.”
“Can you still see the satellite, Dr. Franklin?”
“Yes, I can.”
“Wait a minute,” Andropov said. “If Dr. Franklin can see the satellite, he’s seeing it where it was eight minutes and twenty-five seconds ago, not where it is now.”
“My program takes that into account,” Dr. Franklin said. “Celestial motion is a critical component for interstellar communications.”
“What about the difference between the shape of your signal, being all stretched out and the fractal antenna?” Jake asked.
“Fractal is broadband. Probably a good choice. Theoretically, the signal would look different, but it should still respond. The system the satellite uses for communications is probably digital, anyway, which would help us.”
“So now we wait,” Jake said.
* * *
Jake paced around the large room. He tried sitting, but couldn’t sit still, so he paced again. Thirty-six minutes later Dr. Franklin spoke. “It’s not working. We’re missing something.”
“What if it’s encrypted, just like the Phoenix Organization’s fractal communication system?” Honi asked.
“Then it would need a server,” Aaron said. “But I didn’t see one in the building.”
“Where exactly is the antenna connected?” Jake asked.
Jake, Honi, Stafford and Aaron ran out of the building and looked up.
“Back corner, opposite the front door,” Stafford shouted.
The four of them ran around the building to the back. A concrete-block room had been added onto the building. They approached with weapons drawn. No one was there. The addition had two steel doors with deadbolt locks on them. Jake used his lock pick set and opened the first door. The soft blue light greeted him as he cracked the door open.
“Same kind of electrical power generator as the relay antenna had,” Jake said. He worked on the second door. When the lock turned he opened the door slowly.
“There’s the server,” Aaron said. “It’s connected to the antenna system through the radio transmitter.”
* * *
“The encryption key!” Honi shouted. She ran back into the building and called Brett. Andropov had written the encryption key down in his notes. “Thornton’s computer. Try this as the encryption key.” She read the sequence to him.
“That’s it!” Brett said. “I’m in the system.”
“Find the individual frequencies and the code that allows the encryption system to jump to each frequency. Dr. Franklin needs that information right now.”
“He’ll have it within a few minutes,” Brett said.
Jake, Stafford and Aaron walked back into the building.
“What about the server?” Jake asked.
“We need to get the encryption system out of it first,” Honi said. “Then we can decide whether to leave it up or shut it down.” She leaned in front of the screen so Dr. Franklin could see her. “Dr. Franklin, there’s an encryption system in use for the signal to the satellite. Brett is sending you the details and the code. Can you incorporate the encryption into your transmission system?”
“Very likely. It’s coming in now. Give me a few minutes to set up the program.”
“Come on, come on,” Jake whispered to himself as he paced around again.
Honi intercepted him in his circle around the room. “It’s going to work.”
“You don’t know that. Nobody knows if it will or if it won’t.”
“If it doesn’t work, we’ll have time to try something else.”
“And if that doesn’t work? What then?”
After eighteen minutes Dr. Franklin spoke. “Encrypted program is being sent. I’ll let you know if it works.” Ten minutes later Dr. Franklin said, “We have movement! The bomb is changing its orbit. It’s moving toward the Reflector.”
“I’ll notify General Davies,” Dave said. He slapped Jake on the back twice and shook hands with Honi, Stafford and Ken. “Good Job.”
“Thank God,” Stafford said. “We stopped the solar storm from being created. We’re safe.”
The Special Forces soldiers and the members of the President’s Unit applauded. Jake, Honi, Stafford and Ken stood, deeply appreciating the recognition. After the clapping stopped, Jake turned back to Aaron. “What other programs are on the computer?”
Aaron checked. “That was it. No other programs or files. What were you hoping to see?”
“Member names, contact information, organizational chart?”
“Sorry. It appears to be a single purpose backup computer.”
“Thanks. We’ll take it back to D.C., anyway.”
“Of course.”
Jake walked outside and looked at the stars again. A waning gibbous moon was rising in the east. The night was no longer black, so now the forest trees appeared in shades of medium to dark gray. Two Army Special Forces soldiers and a medic emerged from the forest carrying a man on a stretcher. Jake quickly walked over.
“What happened to him?”
“He’s a Navy pilot,” the soldier said. “His plane was hit by a blast from the saucer. He had to bail out, but at fourteen hundred miles an hour, ejecting from the cockpit is like being in an explosion. They try to wait until the last minute to eject, but those planes fly so fast it doesn’t make a lot of difference.”
“Is he going to make it?”
“This one will,” the soldier said. “But, it’s a race against time. We have to find the others and get them out of the trees before they die.”
“How do you find them?”
“Locator beacon on the ejection seat.”
The soldiers walked over to one of the two functioning Ospreys and went up the ramp.
My God, Jake thought. These men flew those planes right at that saucer. They had to know they were going to be hit, and they would have to eject at that speed.
Another team of soldiers came out of the trees carrying a stretcher, but there was no medic with them.
“How bad is he?”
The lead soldier just shook his head.
This is the human cost of conflict, Jake thought. A group of psychopathic maniacs decide they want to own and control the world, and they are more than willing to sacrifice innocent lives in the process. Then brave people, like these soldiers, and pilots, have to risk their own lives to try to stop an even greater tragedy from happening.
Jake stood and watched as the bodies of fallen soldiers were carried into one of the Ospreys. The people involved in this nightmare would have been given a twelve-hour notice to get into their protective shelters. By then the solar storm would already have been on its way for almost eight hours.
Jake ran back into the building.
“They’re going to send the signal to go to the shelters only after they know the solar storm has been created. The act of leaving and heading for the underground shelter would tell us who is involved. But if the satellites that monitor the sun fail to show the CME as expected, they will cancel the evacuation. We’ll never know who was involved beyond the people we have already identified, and we’ll lose the most important evidence against them. We need to grab as many people as we can when they run.”
“So what are you saying?” Honi asked.
“We have to make it look like the solar storm is actually happening and on its way. That way we can arrest the people who were responsible for this threat. Otherwise, we’re going to miss all of the top-level people. I just don’t know if that’s even possible.”
Honi called Brett. “All that graphics experience you keep telling me about? You’re going to have a chance to prove it. I need you to create the graphics for a solar storm and CME and get ready to blend it into what the sun is doing now. You can use the last solar storm as a pattern. I need it to look like real life, and I need it big. I need it seamless and I need it in four hours. Can you do that?” She nodded and smiled at Jake. “I also need you to locate every satellite the earth has that monitors the sun, identify where they are in their orbits, and what kind of data they send back to earth. Get with Dr. Spencer at the Space Studies Board. You’re going to have to create the data for the other satellites, as well.” She chuckled. “Yeah, I thought you would be, now get to work. I’m going to have to call you back. I’m on a kind of private network right now, so you can’t call me.”
Honi looked at Jake. “Brett’s so excited he gets to create a massive solar storm on company time and with our equipment that he can’t stop talking. It may take another two days for him to calm down.”
“We need Dr. Spencer in on this. I need to call him.” He looked up Dr. Spencer’s number on his phone registry and connected. The phone rang and rang. Jake was about to give up when a sleepy old voice answered.
“Dr. Spencer, it’s Jake Hunter. I’m sorry to wake you like this, but we have a national emergency and I need your help. Can you get dressed and into your office quickly?”
Dr. Spencer’s tone sounded more alert. “This is a real emergency? And you need me?”
“Yes, sir, this is a real national emergency. I need you to get into your office right now. A guy named Brett will be calling you from the NSA. Do everything you can to help him, please.”
Dr. Spencer sounded fully awake at this point. “The National Security Agency?”
“Yes, that NSA. Can you do that for me?”
“Yes. Yes, I can,” Dr. Spencer replied. “You need me there right now, I assume?”
Jake glanced at Honi. “Yes. Thank you.”
“And this person who’s going to call me?” Dr. Spencer asked.
“The guy’s name is Brett.”
“Okay, Brett.”
“One more thing?” Jake added. “Which solar satellite is closest to the sun?”
“SOHO,” Dr. Spencer replied.
“Okay. Thank you, Dr. Spencer.” Jake disconnected.
He then called Briggs. “Yes, sir, it’s Hunter. Our targets are going to run in a matter of four and a half hours. We need to be ready to grab them.” He listened. “Yes, sir, I agree. Follow them to the underground shelters and take them down there. Thank you, sir.”
Next, Jake dialed the President. “This is FBI Agent Jake Hunter. I need to speak with the President, right now.” He waited. “It’s Hunter, sir. We need every available law enforcement body we have in plain clothes, on duty and following suspects. You’ll get a list from the NSA in a few minutes, sir. National security is at stake.” He listened. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”
“Word’s going to spread,” Ken said. “The Phoenix Organization’s people inside of our structure are going to know we’re after them.”
“But they’re still going to run as long as they believe the solar storm is on its way,” Jake said. “I don’t see any other way of doing it, do you?”
Ken thought about it for a minute. “It’ll be more convincing if we leak the existence of the solar storm to the radio and TV networks. We don’t have to tell people how big the storm is supposed to be, just that one is on the way, you know — make it look just like the last one, or the one before that. That way nobody will panic.”
“Except the people in the Phoenix Organization. They will believe it’s an Extinction Level Event. They will panic. That’s exactly what we want.”
Stafford had been watching the plan unfold. He made his call. “General Davies, sir, It’s Major Stafford. We’re going to have a lot of people running for underground shelters. We have people watching them, but someone is going to have to go inside those shelters and pull those people out.” He looked at Jake. “Yes, sir, I assume those people will be armed at some point and unwilling to walk out on their own.” He paced back and forth several paces. “Yes, sir, I agree. As soon as an underground shelter is identified, we take it down and take people into custody as they arrive. We can hold them inside the shelters. Thank you, sir.” He disconnected. “Every available military helicopter will be on standby,” Stafford said.
“Aaron,” Jake said. “Can you get us into the Solar and Heliospheric Observatory satellite?”
“SOHO? Sure. Every one of our satellites up there has a back door allowing us unlimited access. Hang on…”
“Where is the SOHO satellite?” Jake asked.
“It is in a gravity neutral orbit between the sun and the earth,” Aaron replied.
“Gravity neutral?”
“It orbits the sun where the pull of the earth and the pull of the sun are equal. It maintains a fixed position in relation to both us and the sun.”
“How far away.”
Aaron typed on the keyboard. “Nine hundred thirty thousand miles.”
“That’s five seconds delay for the transmit time,” Andropov said. “We’re going to have to break into the signal at just the right point.”
“Yeah,” Jake said. “With the last solar storm it took the nuclear detonation about twenty seconds to dissipate, but this one is twelve hundred times larger. The Phoenix Organization will be able to see the detonation visually, won’t they?”
“Yes, I’m afraid so,” Andropov said. “Any properly configured telescope will see the detonation.”
“What about the solar storm?” Jake asked. “Would they be able to see that with a telescope?”
“Yes, that too,” Andropov said. “But a CME is easier to see with the proper filters on the satellites, and SOHO has public access, so anyone can see what the satellite sees on their home computer.”
“Then our insertion point is when the detonation fades and the solar flare starts to form.”
“Assuming a flare forms in the first place,” Andropov replied.
“Yeah, assuming.”
* * *
Honi called Brett at the five-minute mark before detonation. “It’s now or never.” She smiled at Jake. “He’s ready,” she whispered. “We sync and switch signals as soon as the nuclear blast fades.” The countdown counter on the computer reached zero and stopped. The screen appeared frozen for a few seconds and then the program closed automatically. “Show time in eight minutes and fifteen seconds.”
“Where is the bomb?” Andropov asked Dr. Franklin.
“Nestled right next to the Reflector. When the bomb detonates, it’s going to destroy the Reflector satellite at the same time.”
“The Phoenix Organization is going to lose communications with the reflector,” Andropov said. “They’ll know something has gone wrong.”
“Maybe not,” Jake said. “With an EMP that large, they may expect to lose communications, at least for a while.”
Andropov nodded. “Time will tell.”
“Two minutes,” Honi said.
“Dr. Franklin, can you switch to the SOHO satellite now?” Jake asked.
“Retargeting. Satellite acquired, control system responding. We’re good to go.”
“One minute,” Honi said.
Aaron brought up the SOHO link on his secure computer. Everyone crowded around the screen.
“Three, two, one,” Honi counted.
The 1.2 megaton detonation created a brilliant white flash and expanded into a huge glowing fireball. With the emptiness of space, there was no visible shockwave, just the rapid growth of the bright glowing ball. Before it dissipated, a solar flare erupted on the surface of the sun.
“Brett, you getting this? Start morphing your graphics.” She watched the giant fireball gradually fade away. “Almost there. How close are the images? Good. Graphics synchronized, switching signals from live satellite images to computer simulation now.” She waited for the five-second delay from the satellite. “What you see now is our computer graphics. How did it look during the transfer?”
“Seamless,” Aaron replied.
“Brett is switching the other satellites to our control now. All of the incoming data should agree.”
“What if the Phoenix Organization uses the server and the communications network to warn its top people that we took their facility?” Ken asked.
“Aaron?” Honi asked. “Can you get into the server and block any notice the Phoenix Organization might try to send out?”
“Depending on which software they’re using, I can.” Aaron connected to the server and typed in some commands. “Yeah, no problem. Same encryption code. I’ve got control of the server.”
“Okay,” Stafford said. “We need Aaron to stay here and control the server.”
“The trap is set,” Jake said. “Now we wait and see if they take the bait.”

CHAPTER 21

“Are we going to know when the signal is sent to go to the shelters?” Jake asked.
“Oh, yeah,” Honi replied. “Brett is busy with the graphics, so I have Tracy monitoring the burner phones. They shouldn’t be hard to spot — thousands of burner cell phones going off at the same time. It’ll take a few seconds to retrieve the content of the calls. If they’re going to take the bait, when do you think the calls will go out?”
“Well, the detonation took place a little after four this morning. With under eighteen hours travel time for the CME, minus twelve hours warning, I’d say around ten this morning, east coast time — seven on the west coast.”
“That’s in about five hours,” she replied. “I’ll let Tracy know. I just feel like we should be there, not stuck in the middle of Bolivia.”
“Yeah. Fastest time to get back home is ten hours. By then most of the action is going to be over.”
They walked out of the building into the darkness. Jake turned on the light of his M-16 rifle and swept the bright beam around. The ground was actually asphalt paving painted with small squares in six different muted colors, ranging from very light green to dark green, with some brown and black mixed in. The building was covered with the same colors.
“Fractal camouflage,” Jake said. “No wonder it looked like trees from the satellite.”
They walked over to the undamaged saucer covered with a fractal camouflage tarp. The saucer was fifty feet in diameter and ten feet high. Both the top and the bottom were gentle domes with their curve blending to a straight angle that met in a sharp circular edge six feet off the ground. Jake lifted the tarp and looked underneath.
“The door’s open. Has anybody been inside yet?”
Honi shook her head. “Possible radiation hazard. Andropov has to check it out first.”
“So what’s wrong with now?”
“Nothing, I guess. Let’s go get him.”
“I don’t have my radiation suit,” Andropov protested.
Honi put her fists on her hips.
“Okay, okay,” he said. “But if it looks even a little hot, I’m out of there.”
“Agreed,” Jake replied. “We aren’t going to need the camo tarp.” He gave it a hard yank. The whole tarp slid off the saucer and crumpled to the ground in a semicircular pile.
Andropov went into the Osprey and emerged carrying his radiation sensor and a flashlight. He started with the outside surface and crawled underneath the saucer.
“Same signature as the one in New Mexico,” he said. He scrambled out from underneath and continued with checking the ramp, as he slowly entered the saucer. “Element 115 is present. Radiation levels are above background but still within safe levels. They must have been able to shield the passenger compartment from the drive source.”
“So we can come in?” Jake asked.
“Yes. Just don’t touch anything until we know what it does.”
Jake ducked under the circular edge of the saucer; Honi walked straight in. They slowly crept up the ramp. The inside room was circular with a center section raised six inches above the surrounding floor. Two padded seats were mounted in the center on swivels next to a curved console, which formed three-quarters of a circle around the two seats. The outer edge of the room was formed into a continuous padded bench with safety harnesses placed at three-foot intervals. The ceiling sloped down from the curved dome at the top leaving just enough room for someone to sit comfortably on the bench. Jake couldn’t stand up straight unless he stood on or next to the central platform, but Honi could. She walked around the room taking in the sleekness of the design.
Jake stepped up onto the central platform and examined the console.
“Hey. The labels look like they’re in German.”
Andropov came over and looked. “They are. At least it’s not like some of the alien writing I’ve seen. This I can understand.”
“How do we turn on the lights?” Jake asked.
Andropov studied the console. “There’s nothing about lights here. This button says ‘Power’.” Under the label was a circle darkly etched into the console. There were no buttons, knobs or switches. Just the smooth flat light gray surface with words etched above circular and rectangular zones.
Jake reached out and touched the circle under the ‘Power’ label. A quiet whirring noise emanated from the floor.
“No, no, no,” Andropov yelled. “I told you not to touch anything!” He began sweeping his radiation sensor around wildly.
“Actually, you told me not to touch anything until we knew what it did. This turns on the power, just like it said.”
Andropov moved his sensor down to the floor and, stooped over, walked around the center console. “Radiation levels are higher, but still tolerable.”
Honi stepped up on the center platform and sat in the seat on the left. The inner domed ceiling began to glow soft white, which spread to the sloped section around the upper half of the saucer. Suddenly images appeared on the ceiling and the lighted sloped section. Everything around the saucer was visually clear, as if it was daylight and the sides didn’t exist at all.
Jake could see three Army soldiers turning toward the saucer. He saw their mouths move as the sound was filtering in through the open doorway. Dave Smith of the President’s Unit came running out of the building. A soldier pointed to the ramp on the saucer and Dave came running on in.
“What the hell are you guys doing?”
“We seem to have gained a functioning saucer,” Jake said. “Now all we have to do is figure out how to fly it home.”
“Oh, no you don’t. We have experienced pilots for that. You aren’t qualified to fly anything. I’ve read your service jacket, now shut this thing down before you get somebody killed.”
“The longer this saucer sets here, the more likely the other saucer is to return,” Jake said. “And it may not be alone. We need to move it sooner rather than later.”
Dave pursed his lips and looked around the inside of the saucer. “We were planning on lifting it out with a CH-47 Chinook helicopter. But we can’t get one in here until noon, seven and a half hours from now.”
“We would like to be back in Washington when the rest of this goes down,” Jake said.
“So would we,” Dave replied. He looked at the round bench seat circling the room. As Dave’s eyes moved jerkily from one harness to another, Jake could see him assessing the space for his team.
“Do you have any certified pilots in your unit?” Jake asked.
“Yeah,” Dave replied slowly.
“Any of them read German?”
Dave looked at the console. “Unfortunately, no, we don’t.”
Jake smiled. “Let me guess. You’re the pilot.”
Dave smiled. “Actually, two of us are pilots, but neither of us knows any German.”
“Andropov knows German. So what are we waiting for?”
“We don’t know how this thing operates and we don’t know about navigation. We don’t even know what kind of fuel it uses.”
“The Professor said one of these saucers flew to Mars and back. I’m guessing fuel isn’t going to be an issue, and if one of these saucers went to Mars and back, the navigation system has to be pretty sophisticated and easy to use. In fact I’d bet the flight controls are user friendly, as well.”
Dave looked closely at the console. Jake could almost see the wheels turning in Dave’s mind.
“Sit in this seat,” Jake suggested.
Dave walked around the console and sat next to Honi. He studied the words on the console and observed what was happening outside the saucer by looking at the walls.
“Anyone have a black marker?” Andropov asked.
“There are some inside the building.” Dave used his radio. Thirty seconds later one of his men handed him the marker.
Andropov started writing English versions of the German labels on the console. “That should give you enough to take off and land this thing.”
Dave touched a circle under the word RAMP. The ramp slowly closed. He touched it again and the ramp opened. “Okay. That was easy enough.” He touched the bottom of a tall rectangle and slid his finger up a little. The whirring sound already coming from under the floor increased slightly.
Jake noticed a dull white glow to the outer surface of the saucer that wasn’t there before.
“Vertical,” Dave said, as he slid his finger up a different rectangle. The saucer began to rise and then stopped about a foot above the ground. “Why won’t it go any higher?”
Jake looked over at the ramp. “The door’s open. Wouldn’t you want that closed before we take off?”
Dave touched the circle for the ramp. It closed and the saucer rose into the air. Navigational markers appeared as red lines against the light blue background of the images outside the saucer. A large circle lit up in the center of the console revealing the contour of the area around them in fine wavy lines.
“It looks almost three dimensional,” Honi commented.
Dave read the rest of the words Andropov had marked on the console, and slid his finger down on the vertical control. The saucer settled down on the ground. He touched the circle for the ramp and the door opened.
“Get your team. We’re going home.”
* * *
Jake, Stafford, Ken and Andropov sat buckled into a harness on the circular bench seat along with the rest of the President’s Unit. Dave and Honi sat in the two seats in the middle of the control console.
“I’ve cleared us with Super Hornet Fighter Squadron 113 so they don’t open fire on us,” Dave said. “We have a carrier off the east coast, not too far from D.C. where I can drop your team. I’ll leave the rest of my unit there, as well. This saucer has an appointment with a secret base in Nevada.”
“Area 51?” Honi asked.
“Nope,” Dave replied. “Way too much public attention there. We have another base for this baby.”
The ramp closed, the saucer lifted slowly into the air. Dave touched a circle. Honi leaned over to read the label. “Landing struts,” Dave said. As soon as they were ten feet off the ground red images appeared around the walls and on the center circle of the control console.
“What are those?” Honi asked.
“Enemy aircraft. Well, not our enemy, their enemy.”
The saucer accelerated up for thirty thousand feet and paused. Dave touched the edge of the navigation circle in the center of the control console at the far edge and slid his finger around to the right. The saucer rotated so they were facing north. He slid his finger up the speed control rectangle. A white glow filled the passenger section and the saucer took off. Honi could feel the pull of the acceleration, but it wasn’t bad. It was more like a commercial plane taking off.
“How fast are we going?” she asked.
Dave looked at the console. “It’s in kilometers, so if my conversion is correct, something on the order of five thousand miles an hour.”
“What?” Honi shouted.
“You want to go faster?”
Honi grinned.
“Take your finger and slide it up here.”
She touched the control rectangle and slid her finger up. She could feel the acceleration again. “How fast now?”
“Around eight thousand miles an hour.”
Honi looked at the large navigation circle. The terrain was passing below them at a smooth pace; fast, but smooth. “What’s that?” she asked, pointing to a small green dot that had appeared at the bottom of the navigation circle. It was closing in on them rapidly.
“Uh oh. That’s got to be the other saucer.”
“The one from the battle last night?”
“Probably. I don’t know how many saucers they have around here, but that would be my guess.”
“What are we going to do?” Honi asked, tension clear in her voice.
“Touch that circle over on your left,” Dave said. “The one that says ‘shield.’”
Honi touched the circle. Nothing happened.
“Built in IFF,” Dave said.
Honi looked at him, her question clear on her face.
“Identification, Friend or Foe. Remember how all the Super Hornets around us showed up in red?”
“Yeah.”
“Red for foe, green for friend.” The other saucer was now alongside them, matching their speed. Dave touched the green dot for the other saucer to see what would happen. Honi heard talking in what sounded like German.
Andropov leaned forward and whispered, “They’re asking what you’re doing.”
He appeared to be listening carefully, and then spoke in German, “Ich habe anweisung bekommen das Ich vor der katastrophe mich auf einen anderen standort zu begeben habe.”
“What did you tell them?” Jake asked softly.
“I told them I received orders to move to a new location before the catastrophe,” he whispered.
Honi heard the response in German. It didn’t sound angry, just confused.
“Nein,” Andropov said in German. “Ich konnte einsteigen ohne das Ich gesehen wurde.”
“Meaning?” Jake asked quietly.
“I said no, I was able to board without being seen,” Andropov whispered again.
She heard more German words.
Andropov answered in German, “Ich weiss nicht, Ich folge nur den befehl.” He looked over at Honi, a worried expression on his face. “I said I don’t know,” he said quietly, “I’m just following orders.”
“You think that’s going to work?” Ken whispered.
She heard quiet mumblings from the other saucer, and then the sound stopped. Dave touched the green dot again.
“That’s not good,” Stafford said.
“Are they going to shoot at us?” Honi asked.
“Only if they can disengage the IFF system,” Dave replied. “We can turn off the IFF on our fighters. My guess is that they can, too. We have to find that control!”
Dave searched the labels on the console, but not everything had been translated. “Come on, it has to be here. What would they call it?”
“Try anerkennen or anerkennung,” Andropov said.
“The light for the other saucer just turned from green to red!” Honi shouted.
“Anerkennung!” Dave said, tapping the circle under the label.
“Shield!” Dave shouted. “That one.”
Honi tapped the circle Dave had pointed at. A red ring appeared around the interior dome of the saucer.
“Now tap the red dot!”
Honi tapped the red dot that represented the other saucer. A white light flashed from the edge of their saucer toward the other saucer, but it was met in the center by another white flash from the enemy craft.
“Shoot high!” Dave shouted.
Honi tapped the console just above the red dot as Dave plunged the saucer down. They could see the saucer in the display on the interior wall. The other saucer shot upward and was hit by the light flash. The shot from the other saucer grazed the top of the dome above them. Dave maneuvered their saucer under the enemy craft while Honi kept tapping the red dot. The light flashes impacted the underside of the other saucer, but nothing appeared to be damaged. The other saucer was firing back, but Dave’s unexpected move had caught them aiming in the wrong place. Dave changed course again. Honi kept tapping the red dot as it moved on the console display, and the light flashes kept hitting the other saucer. There was still no apparent damage to either saucer.
“Hold up, hold up,” Dave said. “Our speed is decreasing and from the image of the other saucer on the wall, our shots are getting weaker, too.”
“So what’s going wrong?”
Just then a light flash from the other saucer blasted in through the side wall, sending sharp metal fragments into the passenger section. Air started screaming out of the hole making it hard to breath. Dave pulled back on the thruster and the elevation control. The saucer slowed and dropped rapidly, breaking away from the enemy craft. Honi felt light headed, even as she breathed harder, the oxygen was being sucked out of the hole in the saucer. As they dropped below 15,000 feet, fresh air began rushing back in through the hole.
“So what the hell happened?” Honi asked, still trying to catch her breath.
“I think weapons, shields and thrusters all run off the same power system,” Dave said. “We need to let them recharge!”
The saucer hovered in the air as Dave frantically searched the displays on the console.
“Yes. See this indicator over here? Available power is rising.”
“They’re coming after us!” Honi shouted. “What are we going to do?”
“We need time to recharge the weapon system.” Dave turned off the shield and waited.
The enemy saucer dove in the distance and commenced an attack run at them.
“They’re coming in!” Honi shouted. “We’re sitting ducks!”
“That’s exactly what I want them to think,” Dave replied. He watched the available power rise. “Just a little bit more.”
The enemy craft was streaking toward them at high speed. From the trajectory, Honi realized the other saucer would pass to their right, firing at them in the process.
“Shields on now!” Dave shouted. “Hang on!” He moved the saucer directly across the path of the oncoming craft, which instead of firing was maneuvering, trying to avoid a collision.
“Fire now!”
Honi tapped the red dot and a bright flash of light struck the other saucer on the lower surface, sending bits of debris into the air as it sped by. Dave touched the control for cloaking and a yellow ring appeared next to the red ring around the interior of the dome.
“I think their sensors can still pick up where we are,” Dave said.
Honi looked at the available power indicator. The power was dropping slowly. “Cloaking draws a lot of power.”
Dave glanced at the indicator. “It does. Let’s give it a minute and see what they do.”
The other saucer reversed direction and came at them again.
“The cloaking doesn’t hide us from them, so there’s no point in having it on.” He turned the cloaking off. The yellow ring around the inner dome disappeared. The enemy craft was making another run at them, this time keeping a little more distance in between.
“Don’t fire until they’re directly to our side. Shortest distance.”
“Right,” Honi said.
Just before she tapped the red dot, the other saucer fired. Another hole blasted through the wall of their saucer, injuring one of Dave’s men. Honi tapped the red dot and the flash of light impacted the other saucer, sending more debris into the air.
“Damn. That went right through the shield!”
Dave spun the saucer around, increased the thruster control and took off in pursuit of the other saucer. The rush of air through the open holes made a deafening roaring sound.
“Obviously we didn’t hit anything vital,” Dave shouted over the noise. “Anybody have any idea where the most vulnerable place is on that thing?”
“Try the dome on the underside!” Andropov shouted. “That’s where the main power source is located.”
Honi looked at the image of the other saucer on the inner wall of their craft. There was a bright red circle in the center of the craft. The default aiming point must be dead center, she thought.
“That must be the targeting point,” Honi said. “How do I move it?”
Dave was glancing around the control console. “I don’t know!” he shouted.
“Try richtenpunkt or richtenzeiger!” Andropov shouted.
“Richtenzeiger! I found it!”
She moved her finger inside the circle under the label. The targeting circle moved on the image of the other saucer. Honi settled the bright red circle on the side of the dome under the saucer where the power source was located.
They were gaining on the other vehicle rapidly. Dave dove below the other saucer and Honi tapped the red dot. The other saucer bolted suddenly to the right, leaving the impact of the light flash glancing off the under-side edge of the dome. The other saucer fired and again blasted another hole through the side of their craft. Pieces of light gray metal exploded through the inner room. One of the fragments struck Honi in right the shoulder, embedding itself in her muscle.
Dave adjusted his course and closed again on the other saucer, diving under to the left. Honi fired at the same time as the other saucer. This time they were hit with a glancing blow and the other saucer took a direct hit on the underside of the dome as it turned sharply in front of them. The bright white glow on the surface of the other saucer blinked on and off quickly and then went out. The other saucer tipped to the side and began falling toward the mountains below. Dave and Honi watched the tumbling craft as it fell. It crashed into the rocky side of a mountain.
Honi reached over and pulled the small piece of metal from her shoulder. She winced as it came out. She looked around. There wasn’t any place to dispose of it, so she tucked it into a vest pocket. “How did you know what to do?” she asked Dave.
“Well, when we fired at them from fighter jets, they always jumped up and went over the incoming missiles. Those missiles climb slowly, but another saucer doesn’t have the same limitations. That’s why I went down and under.”
“And the rest?”
“Observe and adapt. Unofficial motto of my unit.”
“Well, it certainly worked.”
The President’s Unit medic unbuckled from his harness, came over to Honi, cut the sleeve off her shirt and wrapped her wound.
“Thanks.”
The medic attended to two other members of the President’s Unit who had also been struck by debris, and then strapped back into his harness.
Dave guided the saucer north over Puerto Rico. When Bermuda appeared on the navigational display he turned northwest.
“What do you think the little yellow dots are?” Honi asked.
Dave looked at the navigational display. He shrugged. “Commercial aircraft, maybe?”
“Could they see us?”
“Good question. We’re coming into US airspace. We don’t want to stir things up too much. NORAD will have us on radar soon, if they don’t already. Activate the cloaking again.”
She touched the circle and a yellow ring appeared around the dome in the ceiling again.
“So we’re no longer on radar?”
Dave smiled back at her. “That is my assumption.”
“I’ve got to get one of these for myself. This is just so cool.”
“Isn’t it?” They cruised northwest for a few more minutes.
Dave pulled back on the speed and started dropping in altitude. “I hope everybody got their orders straight. Touch the ‘cloak’ circle again.”
She did and the yellow ring around the dome went off.
Red dots began to appear in the navigation circle, some closing in on them.
“Moment of truth,” Dave said.
Honi noted how close the red dots were getting to them. “Our fighters?”
Dave nodded. “Don’t touch any red dots. They’re friends — it’s just that this system won’t think so.”
He slowed the saucer even more. Two Navy F/A-18 Super Hornets pulled alongside of them. A blinking white ring appeared around the red dot on the right.
“Radio contact,” Honi said confidently.
“There’s your communications circle.”
Honi touched the circle with her left forefinger.
“Unidentified craft, this is Navy Bulldog Four. Do you copy?”
“Roger, Bulldog Four,” Honi answered. “This is Amazon one. Do you copy?”
Dave chuckled. “Amazon. I should have guessed.”
“Affirmative Amazon one, you are cleared to land on the forward flight deck of the USS George H. W. Bush, ahead at your one o’clock position.”
“Affirmative Bulldog Four, and thank you,” Honi said.
“You’re welcome, ma’am,” Bulldog Four replied.
Dave carefully guided the saucer over the deck of the aircraft carrier, deployed the landing struts and slowly settled down on the flat surface. He opened the ramp. Everyone, except Dave and Andropov, unbuckled and walked out onto the flight deck.
A navy officer approached. “I understand you need to get back to Washington?”
“We do,” Honi replied.
“Choppers are over here, ma’am,” he led the way.
“Where’s Andropov?” Honi asked
“He’s going with the saucer,” Jake replied. “General Davies’ orders.”
“Of course.”
As soon as everyone on the flight deck was clear of the saucer, the ramp closed, the outside surface turned a brilliant glowing white and it lifted off into the air. It rose quickly and then it streaked west and was gone from sight.
* * *
Peter Steinmetz reviewed the images and data from the SOHO satellite and cross referenced the data with several other satellites. This was the most critical step in the process. He had to make sure everything had gone according to plan. He had tried to contact the reflector satellite three times this morning without success. That was troubling. With all of the EMP and radiation protection built into the satellite control system, it should have responded. At least the world-wide fractal computer network was working. It seemed a little slower than usual. That was curious as well.
Steinmetz was responsible for activating the evacuation order. The five other people at the top of the command structure wouldn’t have a clear view of the sun and the solar storm during this narrow window, so the final decision fell to him. The entire evacuation process was automated within the computer system in Bolivia. All it needed was his authorization code.
His military experience had taught him that during the execution of any plan of this size, things will inevitably happen that you didn’t anticipate, and some important events that you needed may not happen. That is simply the nature of battlefield conditions, so the loss of communications with the reflector satellite was annoying, but within acceptable parameters.
Steinmetz entered his authorization code and clicked “send.”
His secure phone buzzed. It was a text message from the White House ordering him into an emergency meeting in the Situation Room.
Yeah, he mused. Good luck with that. He put his civilian suit coat on, put his computer in his briefcase, looked around his home one more time and headed out the front door where his security detail waited.
“Good morning,” he said.
His personal detail saluted. “Good morning, sir,” they replied together.
“Change of plans today. We’re not going to the Pentagon. Take me to the private airfield instead.”
“Yes, sir,” his driver replied.
* * *
Jake, Honi, Stafford and Ken entered the NSA building just after nine a.m. They took the elevator down to B6. Deputy Director Ellington greeted them as soon as the elevator door opened.
“Congratulations!” Ellington said. “I know there’s more work to do before this is finished, but I just couldn’t let the moment pass un-noticed.”
The people of area 4 crowded around the lobby in front of the elevator, applauding and cheering as Jake, Honi, Stafford and Ken walked through.
“We have pizza and soft drinks for everybody back in area 4,” Ellington said. “And a bottle of champagne for the four of you to share. I am just so very proud of what you have accomplished. Come on, we can celebrate as we work.”
Jake, Honi, Stafford and Ken were grinning as they shook hands with co-workers and were patted on the back on their way to area 4. Brett and Tracy lingered as everyone else picked out slices of pizza.
Honi’s phone buzzed. “Text message from Aaron, in Bolivia. The computer there just received what he believes is an authorization code for the evacuation order to go out. The thing is, the communication originated in the Washington D.C. area.”
“Any idea who sent it?” Jake asked.
“No.” She turned to Tracy. “Have the calls gone out yet?”
“Nothing yet,” Tracy replied. She stared at the bandage on Honi’s right shoulder.
“You’re wounded.”
Honi glanced at the bandage. “Not seriously. What about senior level officials we’re watching?”
Computer screens started trilling. “Something’s happening…” Brett said. “We’ve got senior officials on the move — lots of reports coming in at the same time.”
“But no burner cell phones?” Honi asked.
“No,” Tracy replied.
“Then these people are the upper level of the Phoenix Organization, the ones connected to the encrypted fractal network. Who have you got so far?”
“Five… no, six state governors. The governors of California and New York just left without explanation,” Tracy said.
“Who else?”
“Oh my God,”
“Who?” Honi demanded.
Tracy turned to look at her. “The President’s Chief of Staff just walked out of a meeting in the White House. No explanation. He just left.”
Honi plopped down in a chair. The President is going to be royally pissed, she thought. No wonder they couldn’t find anybody in the Phoenix Organization. Everybody they counted on for information was part of the problem.
“Who else?” Jake asked.
Tracy turned to look at the computer screen. “This is incredible. CEOs and CFOs of the major banks are leaving.” She turned to Jake. “The same thing is happening with our major defense contractors. The top person, or in some cases the top two people have all walked out.”
“Are they being followed?” Honi asked.
“Oh yes,” Tracy replied. “Loose rotating tail.” She looked at the screen again and slowly sat in her chair, a look of astonishment and disappointment filling her face.
“What is it?” Honi asked.
“Our own director just left. I… I just can’t believe it.”
“Would your director have been able to turn on a phone?” Jake asked.
“Certainly,” Honi answered.
“Would he have had access to the phone plot program?”
“No. What are you thinking?”
“The mole. The phone in Colonel Jensen’s office,” Stafford said.
“Precisely,” Jake added.
“So you think the director could have been our mole?” Honi asked.
“One way to tell,” Jake said. “Send Brett to check his system.”
Honi looked at Brett. “Check in with Deputy Director Ellington first.”
Brett got up and walked to the elevator. Honi got up and looked at the rapidly enlarging list of senior officials leaving their offices. “The Director of Homeland Security and the Director of Central Intelligence have also left.”
“Those are all political appointments, confirmed by the Senate,” Jake said. “Any senators on the list?”
“Eight, so far.”
“What about the military?” Stafford asked.
Honi turned to him. “The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff didn’t show up at the Pentagon this morning.”
“That could mean anything,” Stafford replied.
“Except he was called into a meeting in the White House twenty minutes ago. He’s not there, either.”
“General Peter Steinmetz? Is anybody following him?” Stafford asked.
“No,” Honi said. “Nobody thought he would be involved.”
“Membership on the Joint Chiefs of Staff is also a political appointment,” Jake said. “Again, confirmed by the Senate.”
“The Joint Chiefs advise the President, the CIA, Homeland Security and a few others,” Stafford said. “They have no direct command authority.”
“Which puts the President right smack in the middle of it,” Ken said. “He appoints all of these people. The senate just confirms them.”
“Then why would he have us working directly for him if he’s involved?” Honi asked.
“He wouldn’t,” Jake said. “The President isn’t involved in the Organization. His Chief of Staff would have vetted all of the people who were appointed. The President makes the appointment, but his Chief of Staff would put the list together and make all of the recommendations.”
“So where does that leave us?” Ken asked.
“We follow the people and see where they go,” Honi said.
Jake paced back and forth in the aisle. “Something is wrong.” He looked up at the ceiling, thinking. “This is the most critical moment in our country’s history. Why would the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff not be at the White House? Nor in the Pentagon? With the events of the last 48 hours, he had to know something was going on. Why wouldn’t he be there?”
He looked at Honi. The expression on her face told him she was thinking the same thing he was.
“Oh crap,” she said.
Jake pulled his cell phone and called Briggs. “I need an FBI team at General Peter Steinmetz’ house, now!”
He turned to Major Stafford. “If Steinmetz sent the authorization code, and he’s running, we’re going to need a Black Hawk helicopter to catch up.”
Stafford grabbed his phone and relayed the order for the helicopter. “Black Hawk on its way. It’ll land in the parking lot.”
* * *
General Peter Steinmetz’ secure phone rang.
“Steinmetz,” he answered.
“General, the President is waiting for you in the Situation Room. Where are you?”
“I’ve been unavoidably detained, but I’m on my way. Please extend my apologies to the President and have him start without me.”
“Yes, sir.”
He smiled in satisfaction. Being the country’s top general carried a lot of weight, and when necessary, bought you the time you needed for more important work. Today everything changes. I no longer serve you, Mr. President. If you’re lucky, really lucky, you will get to serve me. Otherwise…

CHAPTER 22

At precisely 10:00 a.m., the burner phone plot in B6, area 4 at NSA lit up like the Christmas tree in Rockefeller Center.
“Calls going out,” Tracy said. “Format is encrypted text. It could take us days to break the encryption.”
“Maybe, maybe not,” Jake said. He turned to Honi. “Your people have been going through the content of the phone calls, haven’t they?”
“Yes, they have, for the last two weeks.”
“Have they found any encryption software being downloaded?”
“I’ll check.” She wandered off to a quiet section and made her call. She returned a minute later. “No encryption software downloaded in the last month.”
“Then the encryption should be on the phones we got from Teague, Sylvia Cuthbert and Senator Thornton. If we send the message to one of those phones, shouldn’t it automatically decode it for us?”
Brett walked back into area 4. “You were right. The Director of the NSA was the mole. Unbelievable.”
“Tracy, can you check to see if one of the confiscated phones will decrypt these text messages?”
“I could handle that for you,” Brett said.
“No,” Honi said. “I need you going through traffic cams and satellite images. We have to find General Steinmetz, fast!”
“Any idea how many different messages we have, based on content?” Ken asked.
“Running a comparison,” Tracy said. “They’re all the same message.” One of the burner phones buzzed. “Message decrypted. ’Leave now’ is all it says.”
“Time to put the frosting on the cake,” Ken said. “Send out the press releases about the solar storm. When people panic, they are less aware. We want them walking right into the trap without thinking.”
“Yes, we do,” Jake said. “But after that last solar storm, we don’t want the general public to panic, so how about if we say it’s a weaker storm — that no damage is expected.”
“Sounds perfect,” Honi replied.
“I love it,” Ken said. “The Phoenix Organization members will simply believe we are lying about the severity of the storm.”
“And we are,” Jake replied. “Just not in the way they think we are.”
“Our Black Hawk is sixty seconds out. We need to go,” Stafford said.
“Brett, call me as soon as you get a location on Steinmetz,” Honi said.
“Will do.”
* * *
Jake, Honi, Stafford and Ken exited the front door of the NSA building as the Black Hawk was landing in the far corner of the parking lot. They ran between the parked cars, ducked under the whirling blades of the helicopter, and climbed on board.
“Vests,” Stafford shouted as he pointed.
The pilot of the Black Hawk watched as they fastened the bullet-resistant vests around themselves and strapped into the seats.
“Where to?” the pilot asked as soon as everyone had their helmets on.
“North, toward Washington,” Jake said. “That’s his starting point. From there, we’ll just have to see.”
The Black Hawk lifted off and banked north. Honi texted Brett. “Location?”
“Not yet,” Brett texted back.
The Black Hawk swooped over the Potomac River as the pilot called in for permission to pass through the restricted airspace of Washington. Major Stafford opened a weapons container and handed out rifles and ammo clips.
“Same kind you used in Bolivia.” After a short pause, the voice of General Davies came on the radio and through the headsets.
“Who are you after?”
“General Peter Steinmetz,” Jake replied. “He’s running.”
A few moments of silence followed. Jake’s phone buzzed. “Steinmetz home cleaned out. People, clothes, gone. Briggs.”
“Are you sure?” General Davies asked.
“Affirmative,” Jake replied.
“You are cleared through Washington airspace,” General Davies said. There was a short pause. “The Steinmetz family is wealthy. I think he has a private jet.”
“What airport?”
“No idea.”
“Thanks, Hunter out.”
Honi typed a text to Brett and waited for the reply.
“Steinmetz Foundation. Learjet 75. No location. No FP.”
“Okay,” Honi said. “We’re looking for an airport that will handle a Learjet 75. No Flight Plan filed yet.”
“Look for civil airports, general aviation. Nothing too big, and not military or commercial,” Jake added.
“I get a minimum runway length for a Learjet 75 of 4,440 feet,” Stafford reported.
“That narrows it down to six possibilities,” Ken said. “Cumberland, Easton, Frederick, Hagerstown, Salisbury or Westminster.”
“Cumberland and Hagerstown are too far,” Jake said.
“I think Salisbury and Westminster are too far, as well,” Honi added.
“That leaves Easton or Frederick,” Stafford said. “But those two are in opposite directions from each other. We have to pick one and go with it.”
Jake texted Briggs back, “Steinmetz house location?”
“Bethesda,” came back.
“Okay,” Jake said. “Steinmetz lives in Bethesda. He didn’t show at the Pentagon or the White House today. If he left from home, would he drive through Washington, or away from it?”
“Away,” everyone answered together.
“So, Frederick.”
* * *
General Peter Steinmetz’ armored limo pulled into the hanger with the Learjet 75 waiting inside.
“As soon as the family jet takes off, you can go home,” Steinmetz said. “Let the night crew know they have some time off, as well. I’ll call you when I’m ready to return to Washington. Until then, enjoy your vacation.”
“Yes, sir,” the head of Steinmetz’ security detail replied.
The General collected his briefcase with his computer inside and climbed up the steps into the plane.
“Let’s go,” he said to the pilot.
He heard the jet engines starting to rev up as he poured a glass of Boudreaux for himself and settled into his seat. He took a long sip of the wine and looked out the side window. As soon as the solar storm has done its job, I’ll step into the top military position on the planet. In the middle of all the destruction and chaos, our soldiers will quickly subdue any resistance that remains.
The jet moved out of the hangar and taxied to the far end of the runway. As the jet paused, ready for takeoff, he watched the bulletproof limo, with his security detail inside, leave the hangar. He smiled and raised his glass to them, knowing he would never see them again, at least not alive.
* * *
Ken Bartholomew strained to see through his side window as the Black Hawk helicopter approached the airfield from the southeast.
“Is that it?” Jake asked as he watched a jet takeoff from the Frederick Municipal Airport and climb into the sky. “Did we miss it?”
Ken Bartholomew used his hands to shade the glare on the window. He studied the markings on the body and tail section of the jet as it flew overhead.
“I don’t think so. It looks more like a Gulfstream to me, not a Learjet.”
“So where is it?”
“Brett has three traffic cams with Steinmetz’ limo heading in this direction. We’re in the right place,” Honi reported.
“I think it’s the one lining up on the runway now. Can we land in front of it and block it from taking off?” Ken asked.
“Can do,” the pilot replied.
As the Learjet 75 paused at the beginning of the runway, the Black Hawk dove and swooped in over the runway in front of it.
“Is that the right jet?” Jake asked.
“When we land, you can go over and ask them,” the pilot said.
As the Black Hawk was about to land, Ken unbuckled, took off his helmet, and opened the side door. He grabbed his H&K MP5, ready to jump out and secure the jet on the pavement.
* * *
“What the hell?” the driver of Steinmetz’ limo shouted. “They’re after the General!” He spun the wheel, stomped on the gas and raced across the grass and onto the runway.
“It’s an army chopper,” his partner said. “We need to wait.”
“It just looks like an army chopper,” the driver said. “If it was a real army chopper, they would have called the General and he would have returned to the hangar. They’re trying to kill him!”
The armored limo raced down the left side of the runway, turning to the right at the last second to collide with the Black Hawk and push it off the pavement, clearing a path for Steinmetz’ jet to take off.
* * *
The impact of the armored limo with the left rear side of the Black Hawk violently jammed the helicopter forward and to the right, spilling Ken out of the open door and onto the crumpled hood of the limo, where he slid off, falling to the asphalt pavement below. His right knee hit first and hard. Because of the pain of impact, he lost his grip on the MP5, which skittered across the runway coming to rest fifteen feet away.
The tires of the limo screamed and burned, heading toward Ken’s side as it pushed the Black Hawk to the side of the runway. Ken rolled away from the smoking tire, as he yelled in pain from his injured knee.
* * *
The Black Hawk tipped suddenly to the left. Jake grabbed the harness strap to keep from falling out of the open door. He glanced down to see Ken disappear behind the limo as the back of the vehicle swung to his right, shoving the helicopter off the runway. He fired his M-16 into the roof of the limo on full auto, hoping to stop the people inside, but the bullets seemed to have little effect.
* * *
As the Black Hawk tipped, the blades sliced downwards toward the limo, striking the pavement in front of Ken, slashing up pieces of asphalt in the process. The blades struck the rear fender of the limo, both opening wide sections of the vehicle and shattering the rotary wings. Ken covered his head, waiting for the impact of the next blade to hit him.
* * *
Jake fell forward landing just inside and against the left side door, which was in the process of slamming shut. Part of Ken’s seat harness was hanging out of the opening. When the side door hit the harness strap, it jammed. As the helicopter came to rest, Jake tried to open the left door, but it wouldn’t budge.
* * *
As the limo cleared the runway, Ken looked behind him. The Learjet 75 was taking off, coming right at him. I’m in the middle of the damned runway! He watched the tires on the landing gear. The front tire was going to miss him, but a rear wheel wasn’t. He glanced at his MP5. If he rolled away from his weapon he could avoid the wheel and the jet exhaust. But by the time he could get to his weapon the jet would be long gone. As the front tire rushed by him, Ken rolled toward the MP5. The jet passed over him as he covered his head with his arms, tucking both hands under the shoulders of the bullet-resistant vest.
The blast of searing heat flooded over him like a giant blowtorch for two to three seconds. As soon as the heat lessened, Ken rolled again toward his MP5, grabbing it and swinging the extended stock to his shoulder. He fired a burst at each rear tire and then focused on the jet engine pods. Two hundred yard effective range. He thought as the jet raced down the runway away from him. Got to aim higher! He fired the last of his 9mm rounds high over the engines.
* * *
Honi and Stafford were still strapped in their seat harnesses. As the Black Hawk came to rest on the side of the runway, Stafford yanked the right side door open, released his seat harness and followed Honi out and down to the ground. The two front doors of the limo opened and the occupants emerged, firing from between the open doors and the windshield support column. Stafford shot at the driver, who ducked behind the bulletproof door window. Honi saw Stafford raked by a burst from the passenger-side shooter. She aimed her MP5 and pulled the trigger. The shooter fell in a cloud of pink spray as the passenger side rear door opened and another shooter emerged. The man and Honi exchanged direct gunfire at each other. Her shots hit the man in the head, but she was also hit in the chest. The force of the impact knocked her over backwards and onto the ground. As she looked up she saw a fourth man scoot out of the open rear door and take aim at her on the ground.
* * *
Jake scrambled across the floor of the helicopter in time to see Honi go down. “No!” he shouted. He swung his gaze back to the open passenger doors on the limo in time to see the next shooter rush around the door and take aim at Honi. Jake dove forward, aiming his M-16 at the shooter and pulling the trigger, while he was still in the air. His burst of bullets hit the shooter, knocking him sideways toward the ground. Jake hit the floor of the helicopter with the bulk of his body outside the compartment. He tumbled forward and down, landing on the back of his shoulders and rolling forward to a crouched position.
* * *
Ken grimaced in pain as he pulled a clip from his vest and snapped it into place in the MP5. He turned to his left and saw Jake fall out of the helicopter. The driver of the limo ran around the door and was taking aim at Jake. Ken released the bolt on the MP5 and swung it across toward the driver, pulling the trigger.
* * *
Jake rotated toward the front of the limo in time to see the driver go down from Ken’s shots. He quickly surveyed the battle scene. Ken was lying in the runway holding his MP5. Stafford was lying on the ground, moving, trying to get up. Bright red blood ran down from his left shoulder. Honi was getting up with her left hand held tight against her chest. He didn’t see any blood and breathed a sigh of relief. He ran to check on Stafford. Two bullets were embedded in torn places of his vest. He rolled Stafford up into a sitting position and checked the back of his shoulder. The bullet had passed through about an inch in from the edge of his arm and exited the back side. He would recover.
Honi stood, pain etched in her face. Jake ran over to her.
“You okay?”
“I’m good.”
The pilot and copilot of the Black Hawk jumped from their open doors. The copilot carried a first aid kit over to Stafford and started work on him. Jake ran out into the runway and checked on Ken.
“You hit?” Jake asked.
Ken shook his head. “I’m afraid my knee has gone caddiwompus on me.” Ken pointed down the runway. “The jet.”
Jake looked, shading his eyes with his hand. Steinmetz’ jet was at the other end of the runway, a mile away. Jake could see black smoke and flames.
“I’m okay, how’s Stafford and Honi?” Ken asked.
“Stafford’s hit, not serious. Honi’s okay.”
Ken nodded. “Go get that sonovabitch!”
Jake looked around at what was available. The Black Hawk was a wreck. The armored limo was beaten up and the front end was crumpled. He rushed over and slid into the driver’s seat and closed the door. The engine wasn’t running. He turned the key off and back on again to see if the engine would start. It did. He put the car in reverse and gave it some gas. The limo slid away from the helicopter.
Honi slammed the back passenger door and climbed in, closing the door behind her.
“Go!” she shouted.
Jake backed up enough to clear Ken, whipped the wheel and roared down the runway toward Steinmetz.
* * *
Peter Steinmetz picked himself up off the floor of the cabin of his jet plane. He hadn’t put the seatbelt on for takeoff. He stumbled back in the aisle to a drawer on the left side, pulled it open and snatched a .45 automatic pistol from its holder. He wracked the slide back and released it, loading a round into the chamber. Smoke was quickly filling the cabin, burning his eyes. He ducked down to avoid the layer of black fumes as it spread across the ceiling. He released the cabin door and pushed. It didn’t move. He stepped back and kicked the door. It opened about an inch. He shouldered the door open the rest of the way and flipped the stairs down into position. As he moved slowly down the steps he saw his limo pull to a stop in front of him.
“Good,” he said. “They’ve come to rescue me.”
* * *
Jake and Honi stepped out of the limo and pointed their weapons at Steinmetz.
“Drop the gun,” Jake shouted.
Steinmetz raised his .45 and fired. Jake ducked as Honi fired back, striking Steinmetz in the right arm, the .45 falling to the grass. The General turned and ran.
“Really?” Jake shouted. He put his sidearm back into its holster and took off after Steinmetz. The pursuit took them toward a stand of trees. Jake tackled Steinmetz just before he reached the end of the grass. Steinmetz yelled in pain as he plowed face first into the ground. Jake slapped the handcuffs on the General’s wrists and rolled him over to examine the wound.
“You’ll live.”
He helped Steinmetz up and slowly walked him back to the damaged limo. Honi emerged from the burning plane, with her gun pointed at the pilot and copilot while she carried the General’s briefcase and computer.
“Look what I found.” She held up the computer. “Now we can find all of his friends in the Phoenix Organization.”
* * *
Jake and Honi wandered between Stafford and Ken in the emergency room of the Walter Reed National Military Medical Center. Ken’s right knee cap had shattered and was now replaced with an artificial one. He was coming out of the anesthesia.
They walked across the aisle to check on Stafford. A nurse was trying to give him some pain medication.
“I don’t need that crap,” he said. “Get away from me.”
“You just came out of surgery,” she said. “The local anesthesia they used is going to wear off in a few minutes. Trust me, you’re going to need this.” He looked away and grumbled.
Jake got a call from General Davies. He listened, thanked him and disconnected. “All of the underground shelters have been secured by the army. Mercenaries were guarding the shelters. Some of them surrendered, and the rest were killed by the army.”
“Now, two soldiers in civilian clothes are waving people into each of the shelters. Once inside, soldiers are taking them into custody.”
Honi felt her phone buzz. She studied the text and smiled. “Secretary Halleran has been arrested at the underground shelter in West Virginia, along with the President’s Chief of Staff.”
“What about General Teague and Secretary Cooper?” Jake asked.
“Still nothing,” Honi replied.
“They didn’t show up at any of the shelters?”
“No. They didn’t.”
Jake paced back and forth in the aisle. “What about Teague’s place across the state line into Oklahoma?”
“We searched that days ago,” Stafford replied.
“Which would fit in with the way Teague does things — go where we’ve been, not where we’re going.”
Stafford grabbed his phone and dialed. “General Davies, it’s Major Stafford. I recommend you send a team to General Teague’s place in Oklahoma. See if anybody is hiding there.” He looked at Jake and nodded. “Thank you, sir.”
At six-twenty-two Stafford’s phone rang. It was General Davies. Stafford listened and disconnected. “Teague and Cooper are in custody.”
* * *
Jake and Honi strolled outside into the warm moist air.
“It’s a bit strange,” he said. “Here we are, teamed up with Stafford and Ken. Both talented professionals, just as you are. It just dawned on me. The partners I lost before? I felt like I had to protect them, because they couldn’t keep up, you know? They weren’t strongly aggressive like the four of us are. I worry less about you, or Stafford or Ken because I know each of you can hold your own, under any circumstances. We’re all focused on the task at hand. In a way, I regret having this investigation come to an end. It means the four of us will have to go back to doing all of the ordinary things we did before. I’m going to miss the four of us functioning as a team.”
“I’m going to miss that too,” she said. “Being here…” She glanced back at the building where Stafford and Ken were recovering. “I don’t know, it’s all just kind of special, you know what I mean?”
“Yeah. It is special.”
* * *
Jake, Honi, Stafford and Ken were picked up in General Davies limo and delivered to the White House at 10:00 that evening. A Secret Service agent escorted them to the Oval Office. Ken hobbled along with a stiff brace on his right leg and the assistance of a cane. Stafford had his left arm in a sling.
The President stood as they entered and waved them to the couch and two chairs.
“Worldwide, more than 4,700 people have been arrested for their connection to the Phoenix Organization and acts of treason and terrorism,” the President said. “I am very pleased with how so many countries came together and helped each other work out a solution to this crisis. We know a number of top Organization members escaped, but we have dealt a serious blow to their plans and the people who worked for them. We will track the rest of them down.
“I am grateful for what the four of you have accomplished. Not only have you saved the world from an Extinction Level Event, you have delivered a piece of amazing technology to us, along with the academics involved in its design and materials development. Those people have agreed to full cooperation with us in making that level of technology the standard for our armed forces in the future. Your country’s thanks and gratitude are simply not enough.”
“Please stand,” General Davies said firmly. The four of them stood. General Davies held four black presentation boxes in his hands.
“FBI Special Agent Jake Hunter,” the President said. “I hereby award you with the Presidential Freedom Medal, this country’s highest award for bravery in the national interest of a proud country.” The President placed the ribbon around Jake’s neck, gently lowering the medal to his chest.
The President moved in front of Honi, taking another presentation box from General Davies. “NSA Agent Honika Badger,” the President said, as he continued the presentation ritual. Major Stafford came next, followed by Secret Service Agent Ken Bartholomew.
The President shook hands with each of them before continuing. “Please keep in mind the people of this great nation are not ready for the level of knowledge or the details of what happened. All of it must remain classified.
“The four of you make an exceptional team and I would like to have you available for special projects in the future. You are free to return to your own agencies until you are needed. Thank you again for your service and your dedication.”
No one spoke until they had climbed into the back of General Davies limo. Jake looked down at the medal hanging on his chest. “Wow.”
“Yeah,” Honi said. “This was fun — at least we get to do it again at some point.”
“It was exciting,” Stafford said.
“And interesting,” Ken added.
Honi smiled. “It sure beats sitting at a desk in the NSA building.” The rest of them nodded.
“Your security clearances will remain in place,” General Davies said. “As will your ID cards and access. You will be on call at all times, so please check in with me if you have to leave the D.C. area.”
* * *
Jake woke the next morning on his boat and stretched. The sun was shining; the air was warm with a light and variable breeze, at least according to the news and weather report. He showered, dressed, ate breakfast and headed to Alexandria, Virginia.
He met Honi in the lobby of the NSA building. They stood together, looking out of the windows at the beautiful weather, the light blue sky and the occasional puffy cloud that slowly drifted by.
“Looks like it’s going to be a good day,” Honi said.
Jake visually took in the people moving about; living their lives, doing their work, all blissfully unaware of how close they had come to not being alive at all.
“Yeah,” he said. “It’s a good day.”
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I currently have two other books available, TSUNAMI STORM and METEOR STORM.
If you have not read them yet, I think you might enjoy them as well.
METEOR STORM
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…
TSUNAMI STORM
The US has launched secret weapons of mass destruction on other countries. And awaits what might be cataclysmic retaliation…
China is devastated by an 8.0M earthquake that leaves 70,000 people dead with hundreds of thousands injured and untold property destroyed. The Chinese government soon learns that it was no natural disaster, but rather an orchestrated attack by the American government using their High Frequency Active Auroral Research Program (HAARP) weapon. China ceases foreign relations with America and creates their own version of the weapon in retaliation. They plan to attack the US by sending a submarine with mini nuke mines to create a massive rupture of the Cascadian Subduction Zone.
But what neither China nor the US knows is that the attack on China was an unauthorized assault perpetrated by a US Navy Vice Admiral. Because of his arrogance and pride, more innocent people may have to pay with their lives.
One of the many coastal towns in peril is Dolphin Beach, Oregon. The new mayor, Willa McBride, tries to protect her townspeople while her sister, the Senator Elizabeth Bechtel, tries to uncover who engineered the attack on China. What is unclear is whether the Senator’s goal is aimed toward the greater good or for her own political gain.
To protect the US coast, the government sends out the submarine USS Massachusetts to locate and destroy the Chinese sub. Now it seems the only protection for the American coast is one US submarine and its heroic crew against a truly catastrophic event…
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