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Аннотация
Simon Fogner, a dying Nobel Prize-winning nuclear scientist threatens Los Angeles with an unfathomable doom, submerged deeply offshore. Will L.A.'s finest with aid from the U.S. Navy, USCG, FBI, and DHS unravel his ciphered clues and find it in time? Is Southern California's annihilation imminent as the calendar flips to pi day?
A gripping tale of greed, revenge, and intrigue, PI DAY DOOMSDAY submerges you into the deranged world of madness and retribution surrounding a malevolent genius, banished from science, living on the edge of insanity, intent on destroying humanity. A thriller like no others, this one holds you in suspense until the last millisecond.


John Paul Cater
Chain Reaction

This book is dedicated to those in uniform, serving our country,
military and civilian, working tirelessly, thanklessly for our safety. I salute you.
You are appreciated more than you will ever know. May God bless and protect you.


INTRODUCTION

“I have studied climate change seriously for years. It has become a political and environment agenda item, but the science is not valid.”
— John Coleman, co-founder of the Weather Channel

“I am a skeptic…Global warming has become a new religion.”
— Ivar Giaever, Nobel Prize in Physics, 1973

“Global warming is indeed a scam, perpetrated by scientists with vested interests, but in need of crash courses in geology, logic and the philosophy of science.”
— Martin Keeley, Geology Scientist

"Billions of dollars of grant money [over $50 billion] are flowing into the pockets of those on the man-made global warming bandwagon. No man-made global warming, the money dries up. This is big money, make no mistake about it. Always follow the money trail and it tells a story."
— James Spann, American Meteorological Society-certified meteorologist

Indeed, follow the money and you will find a particularly disturbing trail leading to Dr. Simon Fogner, a once highly acclaimed Nobel Prize recipient and outspoken global warming proponent.
As with any public figure, the burden of societal recognition includes having a personal integrity beyond reproach. However, in the recent climate of global warming debates, this has not always been the case. Money buys deception and deception, when discovered, brings humiliation, ostracism and eventual personal devastation.
A gripping tale of greed, revenge, and intrigue, PI DAY DOOMSDAY takes you into the deranged world of madness and retribution of a scientist caught doctoring computer climate models, banished from science, living on the edge of insanity, intent on destroying humanity.

In this story, I do not attempt to prove or disprove global warming, but rather present a terrifying scenario set on an obscure holiday from the wrinkles of my mind. Not that I don’t love Pi Day, March 14th of any year (3.14), I tend to have a curious fascination with the public’s annual celebration of that number, simply the ratio of the circumference of a circle divided by its diameter. That ratio, taken from any size circle or sphere will yield the same number 3.14159265359… out to forever. Its digits are uncountable. An irrational and transcendental number, meaning the continuing digits never cycle or repeat into an infinity of digits, pi is the sixteenth letter of the Greek alphabet: a physical constant throughout the universe.
Undoubtedly, pi a very strange and irrational entity, as is the villain in this story. Now sit back, relax, plug in your charger, and enjoy a very large slice of my Atomic Pie.

THE BOATHOUSE

2.14.0
The old boathouse groaned in distress, as wave after wave pounded through its barnacled timbers, awaiting the perfect moment to succumb to the advancing tide. The aging structure’s weatherworn siding and mottled tin roof sparkled with sea spray in the evening sunlight, creating a fleeting seascape that begged for an artist’s brush.
Inside, the time was now. With a measured twist of the calibrated dial, Simon Fogner, Ph.D., Nobel laureate, nuclear physicist and once-highly-acclaimed global warming scientist, set the apparatus on his unkempt workbench to awaken 528.88 milliseconds after 3:55:35 p.m. on March 14,2016. He smiled at the strange but meaningful combination of numbers that soothed his irrational mind, lessened his nausea, and pacified his throbbing headache for a moment. “My dear Adam, welcome to your world,” he said with a derisive chuckle, then looked aside to Eve. He could see her waiting, unknowing her fate.
Sidestepping, he shifted his short, frail middle-aged frame to Eve, the next tapered cylinder on the workbench. A spitting image of a thinner Anthony Hopkins, he bent over her, and repeated his movements with the same exacting precision. Within seconds, he had fused both units; there was no turning back. Both would detonate simultaneously, miles apart, forming a perfect mushroom-capped pi symbol in the sky; their internal fail-safe circuitry ensured the perfect synchronization.
He felt weak but he continued on, mustering all his might to stagger to the side of his sleek blue-on-white Sea Ray, extend the horizontal arm of the boat’s massive cargo crane and swing it over the workbench. Trembling, he reached up, caught, and attached the crane’s swinging drop claw to the first unit. The winch rope tightened, the boat tilted in its moorings, as he pulled it with shaking hand over hand, raising the nine-hundred pound warhead enough to clear the boat’s hull. Heaving with exertion, he swiveled it over the boat then lowered it onto the deck behind the captain’s seat.
As it inched downwards, his arms buckled in pain. He screamed, faltering, and released the rope early. Free of its restraint, Adam fell the last six inches with a resounding crash he feared would crack the fiberglass floor. It did not; instead, the heavy impact left a deep circular dent and rocked the boat violently with bangs and screeches rising from the slip’s styrofoam side bumpers. He covered his ears and grimaced as the chaotic noise echoed in the boathouse: the screams of a hundred fingernails scraping across a blackboard. Seconds later the boat settled, lower in the water, bringing him peace once again.
He bent over, hands on his knees, looking around trying to remember his plan. He knew his memory was going; years working with ionizing radiation assured that, so he had planned and rehearsed the day’s tasks in detail many times. He had to get it right.
Refocused on his mission, he lifted the mooring lines from the stern and bow cleats, climbed, struggling, into the boat and turned the ignition key. The two-hundred-sixty horsepower Mercruiser roared to life, bubbling noxious fumes from the submerged aft exhaust port, quickly filling the small boathouse with acrid smoke. The engine slowed to an idle as he coughed and sputtered, released the throttle, then yanked the protective lead-lined hood from his head and hefted it with both hands onto the passenger seat. How ironic to be killed by my safety gear. His protection was of no use to him if he suffocated while wearing it.
He looked at his watch, estimated two hours until sunset, then thrust his hand deep into his pants pocket, withdrawing a small marine map dotted with GPS coordinates. Switching on the boat’s GPS, he keyed in the target coordinates and watched the trip data flash on the screen.
His drop target lay eight miles out, quarter way to Avalon on Santa Catalina Island, directly over a deep chasm in the Gulf of Santa Catalina canyon. He had strategically selected the point to devastate the L.A. basin area coupled with a backward punch to San Diego by way of the San Diego Trough feeding the La Jolla Fan. Undersea canyons, fans, and troughs intrigued him immensely with their hidden complexities. He had studied them in detail as he planned his mission.
Originating with movements of the lithosphere from plate tectonics theory, they described the undulations of the ocean floor only an oceanographer could understand, but to him these features became the avenues for mass destruction, leveraging shock waves into huge avenging tsunamis as they approached the shallow California shorelines. He suspected his apparatus might even tickle the San Andreas Fault into action, creating more damage and chaos than he could ever imagine.
The twenty-eight foot Sea Ray jumped free of the dock as he shifted the transmission into reverse. Panicking at the sudden motion, he studied the controls and their labels, trying to recall the boat’s operation. He backed out of the slip and, once he had cleared the moorings, shifted to forward, gunned the throttle and adjusted the trim to fight the incoming tide. It was all coming back. Minutes later, the Sea Ray pitched and rolled as it sped through rough Pacific waters, heading toward Adam’s target.
A ten-knot average speed brought the boat to the drop spot with plenty of time to return before sunset. As the GPS unit beeped target arrival, he activated the GPS’s Skyhook function, an autopilot designed to keep the boat hovering around the GPS waypoint through automatic steering and throttling. It was by all standards a new “electronic” anchor hailed as one of the most important developments in boating technology in decades.
The boat rocked in the waves, maneuvering autonomously, while he squinted into the depth gauge: the ocean floor was three-hundred-fifty meters below. In his mind he reckoned, Over a thousand feet down. Impossible to find by scuba and the half-megaton yield will create quite a bubble. Goodbye, my foes.
Satisfied that the drop parameters were perfect, he stood, swaying with the waves, inspecting his destructive friend. Quickly, he turned and removed the arming key, setting the internal timer into irrevocable action, closed the watertight cover after carefully seating the large o-ring into place, and secured it with eight locking levers surrounding the perimeter. A quiet beeping from the timer confirmed its activation. “You’re locked and loaded, Adam,” he murmured, smiling at his achievement.
Backing off several feet, he paused for a moment to admire his creation then grabbed the winch rope and pulled it one hand after the other, grunting in pain, until the unit slowly lifted from the deck and inched upward. Adam’s base rose above the side just as his arms gave out.
He fell back into his seat to rest for a moment as the unit began to swing from port to starboard and back with the waves, then struggled to his feet, reached up as it swung through center and locked the swivel arm. With Adam stabilized for the moment, he surveyed the ocean to the horizon in all directions and saw nothing but a flat blue line separating ocean from sky. The isolation pleased him as never before. Nothing could stop his plan now.
Waiting for the Sea Ray to turn into the waves and reduce the dangerous side-to-side rocking, he released and swiveled the unit toward port, then dropped it a few inches to rest on the side hull. Because of his actions, the Sea Ray listed severely to portside allowing waves to wash over the sidewall. Each wave brought more water onboard, increasing the boat’s list at an alarming rate. This is not going to work. I will surely capsize if I swivel it further out. He searched his mind, wondering how he could have overlooked such a crucial detail. Shit! I forgot the counterweight. Suddenly he realized he had foreseen the unbalance problem, but had forgotten that step in his delivery procedure.
Stepping awkwardly, resolutely, in the rocking, listing boat he climbed uphill to the starboard side, released the makeshift outrigger from its seating and swung the ten-foot aluminum I-beam out over the water. At its tip hung an empty fifty-five gallon plastic drum with a large hose running the length of the beam back into the boat and ultimately, to the bilge pump. Concerned, he looked down at the water pooling in the boat. It was eight inches at its deepest point and quickly rising.
As he scrambled back to the bow of the boat, the fog in his mind lifted once again revealing to him his forgotten genius plan. He must allow the water to rise ten inches before activating the bilge pump. That amount, roughly fifty gallons, pumped through the hose should fill the counterweight barrel with over four-hundred pounds of water, and empty and right the boat at the same time. The four-hundred pound counterweight with the extra length of the outrigger arm, according to his calculations, should offset the greater weight of the warhead on the shorter crane arm. He had solved far more complex lever problems daily in his previous life at the National Nuclear Research Consortium.
Two more inches of water and he tested his plan with the flip of the bilge switch, engaging the clutch to the powerful belt-driven pump. Motor straining, water flowing, his brainchild awakened, performed as expected and began to level the boat in the water. It was only a ten-minute wait until the Sea Ray leveled and then listed slightly to starboard.
He smiled at the correction, switched off the pump, and grabbed the opportunity to launch his sweet revenge. Releasing the lock on the crane’s swivel arm, he raised the unit a few inches and pushed it away from the boat out over the water. His brief eulogy, “Do me proud Adam, farewell dear friend,” preceded his tug on the claw-release line, sending the apparatus into a four-foot free-fall toward the waves. Adam hit with a giant belly flop splashing salt spray everywhere as the starboard counterweight dipped into the water, then rose back to the surface: the sea water in the barrel exhibited neutral buoyancy in the ocean’s waves, balancing the two arms.
He looked around the boat somewhat surprised that everything had worked so well, exhaled a deep breath, then set about preparing for the return trip. First, he swiveled the crane boom back to center, locked it, scrambled back to starboard, and released the thick pin holding the counterweight arm in its swivel. Groaning in pain, he hefted the disconnected I-beam away from the boat. Almost hypnotized, grinning, he watched as it sank slowly out of sight, dragging the hose and plastic barrel behind it.
* * *
In the distance, an approaching Coast Guard Cutter jerked him back to reality with its short trilling siren chirps. A megaphone blared as the sixty-five foot vessel neared and began to circle the Sea Ray, dwarfing it. “Ahoy! Are you all right Sea Ray? Do you need a tow?”
He took his megaphone from the helm’s floorboard, and answered, “Everything is ten-four here. Just taking a sunset cruise. Heading back now.”
“Beautiful evening for it. Don’t forget your running lights; it’s nearing sunset. Have a safe trip back in.”
Sighing relief, he disabled the Skyhook, illuminated the boat, and headed toward land, not looking back.
* * *
As the sun dropped below the flat horizon, with clouds flaring red and orange rays across the sky, the Sea Ray crept into the boathouse slip. Weary from his day, he killed the engine, moored the boat, and struggled to climb out. He moved cautiously, his forty-pound coat impeding his efforts, pulling him down. It was hard enough for him to step up to the dock, but his weakened state and the added weight caused his knees to buckle on his first two attempts, almost sending him into a watery grave.
Finally, after a determined battle, he stepped beside the boat and back to the workbench. There he stood, resting, admiring Eve. “Sorry, Eve. Your mate is gone. But, not to worry. Soon you will be reunited,” he spoke, gently stroking the cold metallic warhead.
Without warning, the dosimeter clipped to his coat shrieked with ear-splitting volume signaling a lethal accumulation of radiation. Startled by the alarm he flinched and felt the nausea rip from his gut, forcing an uncontrollable ejection of yellow mucous to spew from his lips. He jerked his hand to his mouth and aimed the bile through a large gap in the rickety wooden flooring into the churning water below. Gagging from the putrid reflux, he wiped his mouth against the sleeve of his thick coat and moaned in pain.
He stood erect, faltering and stumbled to the opposite side of the boathouse, then removed the double-leaded coat and dosimeter he wore in vain, knowing that they had failed him, and heaved them over the side of the Sea Ray. Exhausted and gasping for breath, he inhaled the salty sea air in huge gulps; it satisfied his need for oxygen but burned his lungs with its intrusion into his failing body.
Reeling from exertion, he reached out to gain stability from a nearby vertical timber. The absence of the protective coat exposed his arms, revealing large red-blistered splotches he once associated with severe sunburns, and flesh peeling off in delicate but profuse ribbons of pink skin. He knew his condition was not related to the Sun, but rather from the massive doses of radiation he received creating Adam and Eve. He stared, cringing at the sight; it made him sick.
Damn, it’s getting worse. How much time do I have left? Weeks? Months? He rubbed his thinning arms, bursting the blisters to loosen more flesh and then, grimacing at the pain, pulled the tabs until they separated into long tendrils, membrane by translucent membrane. As each ribbon broke free from his inflamed skin, he licked the tab end, reached up, squeezing it between his thumb and forefinger, and added it to the ragtag collection of dead skin strips dangling from the overhead rafter.
He smiled as he stared up and admired his artwork swaying in the ocean breeze. He was losing it as he expected he would, but it was happening far too soon for his plan. He still had much work to do and pi day--his day of final retribution--was just around the corner.
With his arms cleared of the bothersome dangling skin, he sighed aloud, sat on a nearby fuel drum, and lit a cigarette. His mind was beginning to lose the concept of causal connections so it seemed like a perfectly reasonable place to rest, particularly since he must avoid the killing radiation on the other side of the boathouse at all costs.
After a long first drag, he coughed and spewed forth more yellow bile now mixed with blood from his lungs that landed on the graying boards near his feet. He tried to look away but became transfixed by the bubbling yellow and red slime oozing in random streams on the floor.
Oh, now that’s going to make me ill. I have to clean that shit up. He rose, almost falling backward, took several tentative steps, and then reached out for the coiled yellow garden hose hanging from a nearby wall.
A single turn of the spigot handle caused the cleansing water he needed to erase the reminder of his illness to flow fourth from the hose. Flooding the floor with the ample stream, he watched with delight as the bubbling yellow, red and blended orange pools of phlegm floated around his feet and slipped effortlessly through the cracks in the rotting wood floor.
Now satisfied that he had washed away all traces of his sickness, he attempted to drag on the cigarette again but failed. Crappy cheap cigarette, he thought, not realizing that the back spray from the flooring had extinguished it. Angrily he reached into his shirt pocket, pulled out the cigarette pack, and crushed it in his hand. Such an unhealthy habit, anyway. Why did I start this crap again? I can only die once and I don’t need any help. He tossed the crumpled pack into the slip surrounding the boat and watched it bobble in the waves until it disappeared under the decking.
Stumbling toward the doorway, he glanced around the cobwebbed decaying boathouse, now consumed in dark shadows from the dwindling light, and muttered, “That will be quite enough for today. Now I must rest.”
As he reached the doorjamb, the water-wrinkled calendar hanging by the door caught his attention. He paused to read it. St. Valentine’s Day! What a wretched day my valentine left for me. In twenty-eight days plus one, they’ll all pay the piper. Damn leap year! Another day to wait. He clasped his fingers over his wrist searching for a pulse. Good. Ninety-eight beats per minute. A little weak but fast enough to keep going for that long. I must be there for their apology.
He swayed, trying to retain his balance and continued through the boathouse doorway onto the pier, turned and closed the weathered wooden doors behind him, then fumbled the open padlock into the rusting hasp and locked it.
The first few steps between the boathouse and the pier were always treacherous since several boards had rotted and fallen away a few years earlier, but he had become adept at stepping over them. It took a short-long-short-long step pattern. He could do it blindfolded, if need be, but he still had his vision.
In the fading light, he struggled off the pier, across a short stretch of sand, and into the beach elevator, closed the cage door and watched the ocean fall away below his feet as the lift carried him upward to the cliff’s edge. He loved the ride up as the world grew smaller, but the trip had become jerky and labored with the salt-air corrosion of the elevator’s shaft, motor, and gears. Its safety worried him. At the top, it took his full strength to open the binding rusty gate and continue forward onto the mansion’s lush lawn.
Stopping as he always did, he glanced up the hill to his prized Victorian home, modernized but replete with the original widow’s walk, dark green hurricane-shuttered windows, and turreted tower. The vision from below renewed his energy so he continued upward without stopping to rest.
Though its whitewashed exterior had faded to a matte gray over the years, he cherished his home on the Dana Point coast more than the day he bought it ten years before, just after receiving the Nobel Prize in Physics for “Reducing safety risks in the purification of aerogels including FOGBANK.”
His novel discovery, although highly classified, made significant inroads into the reprocessing of nuclear materials recovered from outdated W76, W78 and W88 thermonuclear weapons. In addition to selecting him for the Nobel Prize, his peers dubbed his research the work of a mad genius; he was in his heyday. If only he had refused the bribes offered him four years later. Using his newfound celebrity to promote the global warming alarmists’ agenda he had amassed over two million dollars in dirty money. He hated his greed, but hated more the conspirators who discovered his payoffs and deceptive data. It was merely one degree high, yet it ruined his life.
He remembered past that time, back to the Nobel award, one of the most esteemed moments in his fifty-two year life, and thought of the two mementos he saved from his research, one of which he had just dropped into the Pacific Ocean; the other on his workbench still awaited delivery. He smiled and increased his gait as he passed the courtyard’s elaborate topiary, tennis court, and maze, then neared the massive beveled-glass inset rear doors. They had always provided him with safe haven against approaching storms, and they were continuing their protection through this, his final tempest.

SANCTUARY

2.14.1
Inside the shadowed sunset room, he swept his hand across the wall and lit the overhead crystal chandelier, bringing the plush Victorian-appointed room and its furnishings into light with a brief accompanying flash. The nine-foot ornate ceilings that once had comforted him now hung low over his head, smothering him.
He glanced up at the dim light from the three remaining bulbs in the chandelier and through gritted teeth murmured, “Damn lights! Quit failing me, as does everything else. Yesterday, you were four; today you are three. Do you dare leave me in total darkness?”
Falling into a deeper depression, he moved to the adjoining kitchen in the weak light from the fading chandelier, removed a crystal decanter from the liquor hutch, and poured three fingers of Navy Strength Plymouth Gin into a silver-rimmed etched-globe glass. Once a Smirnoff connoisseur, he rebranded his taste upon his receipt of the Nobel Prize award, and from that day forward used only the best of everything. Plymouth Gin, his preferred spirit was from the oldest British gin distillery in Plymouth, England and their Navy Strength blend weighed in at one-hundred-and-twelve proof.
With his hand shaking, he held the glass under the refrigerator’s ice dispenser and, on the third splash, withdrew it. Perfect. He at once tasted it and exhaled, “Ahhh,” then scraped a chair across the hardwood floor and sat at the small kitchen table where he had spent hour upon hour plotting his revenge.
Sitting, hoping to squelch his pain, he sipped the gin and stared mindlessly, squinting at the wall in front of him covered with headline clippings from his period of infamy, as he called it.
It all started when the scientific world rebuked his noteworthy research on global warming using “cooked” data and Jennifer, his dedicated wife of twenty-five years, left him publicly for his deceptive actions. He had become a persona-non-gratis in the social circles in which she flourished for years and, too embarrassed to support him further, she left him five years later. It was the hardest five years of his life. That broke his spirit more than his respected peers’ discovery and denouncement of his forged research.
The overlapping headline messages thumb tacked to the wall bore the details of his demise. He frowned as he recounted the first few through the bottom of his glass: Simple Simon Let A Lie, Man,Fogner’s Weather Model Fogs the Data and Renown Scientist Implicated in Global Warming Data Tampering.
Those were the ones on top. Below them, more banners spewed similar claims. He knew they were accurate in every detail. He gulped the last swallow from his glass and threw it against the wall, smashing it into hundreds of pieces that scattered across the floor in frenzied paths.
The numbing effect of the first gin brought him immediate relief from his inner demons. Needing another, he returned to the hutch and filled a new glass almost to the brim, leaving room for three ice cubes. Rather than returning to the table, he carried the glass into the music room, placed it on the polished grand piano his wife had played during the good times, and turned on the vintage stereo system.
He had resisted the notion of electronic storage devices, such as iPods and MP3 players as his friends suggested, and instead bought a new top-of-the-line turntable with all its bells and whistles to continue playing his extensive library of LPs. He thumbed through the albums on the shelf, seeking his favorite. It was always on the left but now it was three records in. Antonio Vivaldi’s Four Seasons was his choice. He pulled the LP from its jacket being careful not to touch the grooves. Then with his thumb over the spindle hole, his hand stretched to grasp the rim, he slid the LP over the spindle, moved the arm to the first track and paused. Do I want Summer, Fall, Winter or Spring? Hmm. Today must be Summer for me. The summer I shall never see.
He placed the arm’s needle into the beginning groove of Concerto #2 in G Minor, cranked up the system’s volume, and stood anticipating the powerful opening cello sequence. It burst from the speakers with incredible ferocity, reminding him of his tumultuous journey through life. At once, he became the conductor waving his arms madly through the air with each passage, increasing his emphasis on crescendos and restraining his commands during the adagio movements. As the concerto entered its last movement, the thunderstorm, his long jet-black hair joined with his arms, soaring in rhythm to the emotive passage. Then all was quiet.
He took the gin glass from the piano, wiped the ring with his hand and swigged several gulps, then returned to the turntable and dropped the tone arm into the entry groove of Spring, Concerto #1 in E Major. As he released the arm, it bounced several times before catching, creating a raucous repetition of the string introduction. Then, once again, he was directing the symphony in his mind, organizing thoughts and finalizing plans. Everything was perfect; nothing could go wrong. By Winter, he had emptied the decanter and was stumbling intoxicated through the house screaming. “Come get me! Kill me please!” Not a soul could hear his plea over the blaring strains of Vivaldi’s continuing concerto. In desperation, crashing into walls and furniture, he returned to the kitchen, grabbed a butcher knife from the slotted block on the counter, and put its glinting blade to his throat. Suddenly, at the edge of death in his drunken state of depression, he found an inner peace as Vivaldi’s Winter swept him away.
It was Christmas morning. Snow blew through his vision as he shivered, but it mattered not. He loved winter. The stately pines layered with delicate snow banks on each branch, moved with the cold wind and fought to hold their beauty. Escaping flakes landed on young Simon’s laughing face reminding him that Santa would visit him tonight.
He released his grip on the hilt, sending the knife clanging to the floor.
He could hear his mother’s distant call through the winter storm, “Simon, come in. You’ll catch your death of cold.” He ran toward her voice, his teeth chattering in the frigid headwind. “Ccoming mom.” With each step, his feet grew heavier as the snow gripped his boots. He imagined the roaring fire awaiting his arrival and ran faster and faster, stomping the snow away as he raced home. Soon his shivering would stop; his teeth would calm their incessant vibration.
Puffing and panting on the icy porch landing he stopped to rest and watch his frozen breath swirling with the wind. He moved forward, then slid and stepped cautiously to the front door avoiding a fall. Through the stained glass window, he could see the warm glow of the fireplace dancing across the room. Just then, he decided he loved coming inside from a cold winter day almost as much as he loved winter. He stamped his feet, releasing the snow clumps and opened the door to the aroma of gingerbread and hot chocolate. There, by the hearth, his mom had placed a plate of warm muffins and a steaming mug of hot cocoa. He tore off his wet boots, threw them by the door, and ran into the warm living room decorated with holly berries, leaves, and mistletoe everywhere.
Standing over the plate, he shyly asked, “Hey, mom?”
“Yes, dear,” she answered gingerly from the kitchen.
“Are these for me or Santa Claus?”
She laughed and replied, “For you silly. Santa’s will be much larger.”
Simon grinned. “Good. I may leave him one of my muffins, too.”
He loved his Christmas surprise more than anything as he sat listening to the winter wind roaring outside. It was his most perfect Christmas Day.
* * *
The speakers went silent; the turntable clicked as the arm reached the final groove of Winter, but he didn’t move. He had succumbed to his drink and fallen fast asleep, his head resting on the kitchen table.

POETIC AIM

2.15.0
Morning was not welcomed, as the pain grew deeper and more debilitating. He lifted his head from the table, looked around at his bleary surroundings and screamed in agony. The radiation sickness fueled by the hangover overwhelmed him. Then he remembered the knife. He felt around and found it at his feet with a small smear of dark blood on its blade. Quickly, he grabbed his throat. A few drops of dried blood fell into his hand as he released it. Damn! I can’t even do that correctly. He stood and pitched the knife into the sink. “Lived to die another day,” he muttered. “What irony!”
Gradually his plan nudged his mind back into awareness. He had work ahead and his illnesses could not deter him. After a quick trip to the bathroom for his morning constitutional and a quick throw-up, he returned to his wall of shame, plastered with clipped newspaper headlines, and stopped at a small yellow Post-it note off to the side. Staring a moment, he focused his eyes on the five-element list of things to do.
At the bottom was the number 3.1415926… He reached back for a pencil from the table and scratched through the top item, “#1 Introduce Adam.” Snickering with accomplishment, he dropped the pencil nib to the second item and paused. The message, coded so that only he could understand, read “#2 Wax Poetic.”
His years spent in secure clandestine activities made coded messages trivial exercises to create and decipher, so he used them liberally throughout his plan. Now he would embark on the creation of a message warning the world of his intended malfeasance. If someone were smart enough to decode it, they would be forewarned of the impending cataclysm but could do absolutely nothing to stop it. The incongruity of that scenario pleased him and drove him forward. It was his perfect revenge.
Before starting the next task, one of his favorites, he searched the refrigerator for a morsel of food. He was starving. Two slices of moldy stale bread and a disk of hard salami satisfied his need. He grabbed a cold beer and sat with the sandwich at the table. He at first picked a few spots of blue mold from the bread then rationalized that nothing could hurt him more that the deadly radiation in his body. He even thought that maybe blue mold might cure his irreversible sickness. He was becoming invincible: a man on death row with no appeals. A terminal existence.
He bit into the sandwich, took a swig of beer, and opened his laptop. After Windows loaded, he opened Notepad with a Google window on the side and searched for an anagramming site. Perfect! A window popped open requesting a phrase or word to be anagrammed. It was not his first choice for coding: that would have been a one-time-pad cipher creating a message impossible to decode without a key. No, that would not serve his purpose. He needed his warning to be known but with considerable deciphering difficulty to show the genius of its creator.
A modified quatrain, he chose for his carrier, honoring Nostradamus and his prophecies. The anagram, or rearrangement of letters from a phrase into another phrase, he selected for his cipher, permitting the discovery of his embedded forewarning with minimal difficulty. Now he began writing, typing each phrase into the anagramming website.
With some thought, he chose a symbolic but somewhat whimsical title for his poem. He typed in “Atomic Pi.” Nothing suited him. Grinning at his craftiness, he added an “e” and retyped “Atomic Pie.” He rescanned the possible anagrammed phrases and with a wry laugh selected a particularly appropriate one: Poetic Aim. Energized by his success, he typed the scrambled title on the old Smith-Corona typewriter he bought for this purpose at a local garage sale. Its anonymity matched the ream of yellowed paper included in the purchase.
Reading from his open Notepad window, he typed each line, one at a time, into the anagramming site and added to the typewritten page. Within thirty minutes he had assembled his quatrains including a few misleading lines onto the vintage page. After donning a pair of latex gloves to leave no fingerprints, he carefully pulled the page from the typewriter’s carriage. With a cynical chuckle, he held out the page and read his finished poem:
Poetic Aim

No math clue err
Cursed it’s not
Dinosaur cartoons: Paradise Lost
Delays one’s spot.

One oil scab
Facets of hot
Eden mist won
All rainbows died sot.

A rhyming we end
A stoic taste shot
In heap deck wind
I jest you not.

from Gin Nose.

“A masterpiece!” he offered aloud, folding the page into a letter-size envelope. He rushed the envelope into the typewriter and typed “NEWS FLASH! WMDs — A tale of Adam.” He rolled the carriage, freeing his work, then carefully inserted it into a plastic bag and sealed it. With a loud sigh, he relaxed. Another bucket list item gone.
Back at his wall, having crossed the second item off the to-do list, he studied the third: “#3 Publish.” It had caused him great consternation, thinking of the most visible, yet covert, way to introduce his message to the public. He rejected the mail service for fear of its possible loss; hand delivery was his only choice, assuring its arrival into the proper hands. In doing so, however, he risked being seen and recorded by one of the millions of security cameras spread throughout the city. No, he wanted nothing traceable to him. Then all at once, it dawned on him.
* * *
Dressed in a black hoodie sweatshirt pulled over his face, dark sunglasses, and a long black cane for support, he was the Grim Reaper as he neared the black Prius. It was a perfect visual metaphor for him if he were caught on tape. His plan was congealing in ways he never imagined. Craftier, more ingenious with each step.
He reached through the open window, placing the bagged envelope on the passenger seat, then pulled up his right sleeve and moved to the front, then rear of the car. His targets were the license plates. With ease, he rubbed his forearm back and forth over each plate, obscuring the numbers with thick bloody smears. He stepped back from the last plate, admiring his work, and with a snide chuckle, murmured, “My new vanity plate. Blood, sweat and radiation.”
Prepared now to travel in complete anonymity, he started the car and drove off to Los Angeles’ largest television studio in Universal City. He planned to park in front of the studio building, walk to the front door and drop the envelope in a conspicuous location. He did not really care who found it; he knew it would reach the right hands in minutes. Since several of his infamous career-crushing interviews occurred there, he knew the area well, but was repulsed at the thought of returning.
He drove east from Dana Point on the PCH until it intersected the I-5 then exited onto a northbound parking lot of impatient motorists stretching as far as he could see. Shit! This could take hours. I don’t have time for this. Time for plan B.
Exiting at the next off-ramp after what seemed forever, he drove into the small picturesque village on San Juan Capistrano. Searching for his target like a lion stalking his prey, he idled down Ortega and happened upon it immediately, as he expected he would. There, out the front window, parked in front of a corner Starbucks was a black-and-white CHP cruiser. As he looked closer, passing the scene, he noticed the front windows were partially down. The space behind the cruiser was red-curbed and empty. He smiled and said, “Thank God for global warming.”
He circled the block once, pulled up, engine running, behind the cruiser, and adjusted the black hood to cover his face. Briskly he stepped out hobbling and limping to the cruiser’s open window. In a flash, he opened the plastic bag and dumped the letter through the window. Then, with his mouth agape, he watched the envelope corner hit the seat, bounce end over end, and finally fall into the gap between the seat and the passenger door. The deed had been done and there was no correcting it now. He looked back, bending over for a low profile, then grimaced in pain as he raced back to his Prius. He could feel the radiation attacking his bones, making them more brittle. Commanding his legs to hold up long enough to return home, he fell into the driver’s seat and sped away, constantly checking the rear-view mirror for the cruiser.
A mile down Ortega, he breathed a sigh of relief, rejoined the I-5 and entered the southbound parking lot. Realizing he was trapped in a massive gridlock, he cursed the I-5 traffic on weekends; travelers heading off in all directions for a weekend of fun. As he sat, stopped in what looked to him to be an infinite number of idling cars, he searched his memory for the last time he had fun. All he could come up with was yesterday, launching Adam.
Inch by inch, he idled home increasing his anger with each mile. The contempt for his critics was spilling over into a hatred for all humanity with their encroaching smothering nearness: a chaotic world he no longer claimed his own. He was ready to check out of life and take much of the madness with him. That thought brought a smile back to his face; he enjoyed the remainder of his trip imagining the doomsday tsunamis from his Genesis couple.

EVE OF DESTRUCTION

2.15.1
Back on his sanctuary hill, he returned to the wall, scratched the third item off his list and moved his attention to the fourth: #4 Reunite Eve with Adam. His body was weakened to the point he was unsure he could continue, but his bitter anger drove him forward, finding reserve strength in a three-finger pour of Plymouth gin.
Uncapping the new bottle retrieved from the hutch, he filled a glass with Plymouth and three ice cubes, and began to pace the kitchen, formulating his next move. He glanced at his watch and realized he still had enough daylight to deliver her today. But he had not yet selected an optimal drop location for maximum destruction. Normally his obsessive-compulsive behavior would have immediately aborted the plan, causing days of ocean-floor research into canyons and valleys leading into the Los Angeles basin, as he did with Adam. Instead, the sense of urgency from his rapidly deteriorating physical and mental health swept him away into an impetuous devil-may-care decision. He upended the glass, gulping the gin in three large swallows, grabbed a light jacket from the hall tree, and headed toward the boathouse.
The elevator ride and short trip across the sand were more arduous than yesterday. He was losing his mental acuity and strength by the hour and he knew it.
Shuffling in pain across the old pier toward the boathouse, he misstepped through the missing boards he had learned to traverse. His foot slipped and, howling, he tumbled into the wet sand below. Though it was only a four-foot fall, it injured his leg and tore a six-inch strip of rotting skin from his calf. Sand flew as he dusted himself off and climbed back on the pier. Pain from the open wound on his leg attacked his mind, shutting down his reasoning. He was nearly incapacitated now, sudden spasms and stabbing pains consuming his concentration, yet he continued on, fueled by his burning need for revenge.
Entering the boathouse, having crawled over the missing steps, he tried to stand upright but fell back to the floor. Now, angry at his weakness, he crawled to Eve’s workbench, threw an arm over, and pulled himself to his feet. Feeling able once again, he glanced around the table, found an old grease rag, and tied it tightly around his bleeding calf. Testing his stability, one tiny step forward without falling boosted his spirits so that he shuffled to the Sea Ray intent on donning his lead-lined protection. Instead, feeling impervious to further damage from the deadly radiation, he grabbed the crane arm, extended it and swiveled the drop claw over Eve.
He stood, panting, planning his next move, then sluggishly raised and lowered Eve onto the deck of the boat. She settled snugly into the dents left by Adam during his last-moment free fall. The rope burns from hoisting Eve into the boat added to his ever-growing pain, causing a numbness to fall over him. He felt himself a robot now, going through the motions without pain or emotion. It served its purpose and he smiled.
Before boarding the Sea Ray, he looked around, pitched the heavy. leaded coat and hood out of the boat, and removed the mooring ropes. Everything was set. He checked the gauges on the dashboard, and seeing that he had enough fuel for a one-hour trip, climbed aboard. Without a predetermined drop location, his plan was to motor out for thirty minutes, drop Eve and then return. A simple task even a child could do.
With the turn of the key, Eve was on her way into history. He headed the Sea Ray into the waves for thirty minutes, averaging about seven knots. That would place her four miles out at sea, a comfortable distance for the creation of a radioactive tsunami, yet far enough out to remain undetectable by standard search procedures. Studying the fathometer, he read and recorded the depth below the boat at three-hundred and sixty meters, bringing a wide smile to his face. Repeating Adam’s launch procedure, he activated the Skyhook, took a quick GPS reading, and recorded it in the log. Before starting the offloading, he armed Eve, removed her key, and tossed it overboard, then sealed her o-ring and cover with the eight locking levers. Everything was ship-shape.
From there, the delivery proceeded as Adam’s, until Eve, dangling over the water from the end of the crane tipped the boat to port just enough for waves to wash onboard. He struggled, climbing across the listing hull to release the outrigger and went white! He had forgotten to attach the second outrigger before leaving. Looking back at the waves rushing into the boat, he screamed, “Shit!”
The Sea Ray now listing so severely, beyond its tipping point, could not possibly be righted. He tried anyway, by rushing back and pulling the claw release rope. Eve, already halfway submerged, disappeared into the waves without a sound, peacefully sinking out of sight.
Meanwhile, he watched the Sea Ray continue to take on more water without righting itself. By now, its bow was sinking rapidly below the waterline with no indication of slowing. He reached and activated the bilge pump hoping for some miracle to save him. Instead, a forceful fountain of seawater ripped through the boat destroying everything in its path including the onboard flotation packs. He helplessly watched them float off; his last hope disappearing.
Panicking, he tried to key the radio with a mayday call, but the radio sputtered and sparked in the salty water. He threw the microphone into the rising water, then unhooked a life vest from its mounting under the dashboard and slipped it over his shoulders. His screams from the salty vest and seawater flushing his upper-body radiation burns went unheard. Within minutes, he knew he would be submerged in seawater and the pain would exponentially increase. He braced himself for it as the boat drifted away under him. Then suddenly, he was floating alone, writhing and screaming in pain, as he saw distant dorsal fins begin to circle around him, approaching slowly for the kill. Remorsefully, he began to pray.

DISCOVERY

2.19.0
Officer Mica Briscoe, a veteran California Highway Patrol employee, loaded his cruiser that morning ready to take on the day’s chaotic California traffic. On an average day, he would help over fifty stranded motorists, issue twelve speeding tickets, five warning tickets, and eat six donuts, downed by eight cups of black coffee. With nine years on the force, he was the perfect law enforcer, tagged Magic Mica by his peers and unit commander. He enjoyed the title and on occasion would embrace it by strutting his small beer gut while holding a six-pack of beer over it. However, when on duty he was serious business; he was the first to arrive on shift and the last to leave. Everyone in his unit loved and respected him for that.
“Hey Mica, didn’t I see your cruiser in that crazy car chase on the I-10 yesterday? Looked like yours. That was some chase.” The question came from Officer Julian McCoy, a young rookie who shared the morning shift with Briscoe. Smiling, he stood at his nearby cruiser waiting for the answer.
“No, Jules,” he answered, “don’t believe so. I was covering a SigAlert on the lower PCH most of yesterday. Six-car pileup. Some bozo going sixty dropped a La-Z-Boy recliner in the fast lane. I picked up wood, springs, and screws for hours. Never get the fun times.” He laughed, cocked his head, and continued, “How would you recognize mine, anyway? These zebras all look alike.”
McCoy pointed up to Briscoe’s light bar and answered, “One of them had a broken lens over the center blue light, just like yours.”
He opened the door and stood, staring at the broken lens. “Well I’ll be damned. I guess I need to pay more attention to my ride. Must have been a thrown rock. I heard one whistle by my head on a speeding stop but never heard it land. That lucky light must have caught it.” He shook his head, smiled at McCoy and reentered his cruiser.
McCoy turned to enter his cruiser, then turned back. “Oh Mica? You might want to get that into maintenance for a new bar. They can replace it in minutes. I know, I’ve had two replaced in my year on the force.”
“Damn, boy, you’re hell on those things, aren’t you? I’ll get right over there. Thanks and have a safe day,” he said, starting the engine.
He remembered taking McCoy under his wing right after he joined the force. Fresh from Middle East deployment, he left the army in hopes of a safer, calmer life. On occasion his PTSD would strike, sucking him back into the hellish images of his nightmares. He was always there for him when that happened; like a father-son bond, there were no words spoken, but McCoy knew.
Chuckling, McCoy answered, “Just the luck of the Irish, I guess,” and entered his cruiser. With a quick wink, he was gone.
He thought on McCoy’s last comment, scratched his head, and slowly wound through the parked cruisers into the maintenance garage.
* * *
“Hey Magic Mica! Que pasa?” Greeting him, Juan Moreno, a burly middle-aged mechanic dressed in blue denim overalls, left his rack and walked up to his window. Moreno glanced up at the light bar and mocked, “Awww… what happened? Did your ride get a boo-boo?”
“Not funny, Moreno. Can you fix it? I’m on my way out.”
“Sure, Mica. No problemo. Ten minutes max. Why don’t you go into our waiting lounge and pour a cup. Today, we’ve got donuts, too. Only one per customer.”
He smiled. He loved his job, and instances like this made him feel special. “I only wish I could get this kind of service in the outside world, Juan. You guys are always great.”
“Muchas gracias, señor. We try harder because you troopers need us to keep your cruisers troopin’. Without us you’d all be joggin’ behind speeders, cursin’ and yelling, ‘Come back here.’” He accented his wit with a chortle.
Laughing, he exited his cruiser, and headed toward the lounge. “Come get me when you’re done. I’ll be by the donuts. Thanks, Juan.”
* * *
Twelve minutes and two donuts later, Moreno entered the room. He was still chewing the last bite of donut. Damn, he caught me, he thought. Sheepishly smiling, he muffled, “Sowwy. I couldn’t stop at one.”
“Well señor, you can shine on, now.”
He swallowed quickly. “Thank you, Juan. You light up my life.”
Moreno snickered and walked to the door behind him.
Approaching his cruiser, he peered inside and with a grin said, “Hey thanks Juan for cleaning out my trash mess. I never find time to dump my cups and they just accumulate.”
“De nada, Officer Mica. Yours was cleaner than most.”
He entered the cruiser, started the engine, and began to drive away. As he rolled up his window, he heard Juan calling his name. He stopped, looked back in the mirror, and saw Juan running after him.
Shortly, Moreno appeared at his window and with an urgent tone said, “Mica, I forgot. I found this wedged between your passenger seat and the door.” Huffing and puffing he held out a white envelope.
After retrieving a clear plastic evidence bag from his glove compartment, he opened it and offered the opening to Moreno. “Put it in there, Juan. I don’t know what it is but we don’t want more than one set of prints on it.”
“Okay. Okay, I’ll do that.” With a shaking hand, he carefully dropped the envelope into the bag. Suddenly Moreno felt he was involved in some sinister master plan to end the world. Little did he know he was almost right.
“It’s not yours?” Moreno questioned.
“No, Juan. I’ve never seen it before. Is this another one of your jokes? I’ve heard about your pranks with our patrol cars. Some of them were not so nice.”
“Oh Dios mio no, Officer Mica. I found it there just now.” He pointed through the open window to the passenger seat-door gap and continued, “It looked like it had blown in there. It was standing on a corner ready to fall out the door as I opened it. I caught it before it fell.”
He studied Moreno’s face, seeking truth, then directed his attention to the bag. Flipping the envelope over several times, he stopped at the front cover and spoke its message, “News flash! WMDs. A tale of Adam.” He looked up to Moreno and asked, “Does that mean anything to you, Juan?”
Moreno thought on it briefly, then nodded and answered, “Long ago, I remember the junior George Bush searching for WMDs, whatever they were, but he never found any. Of course, I know Adam was the first human. In my religion, we believe that he and Eve ate the fruit of the forbidden tree in the Garden of Eden. It taught them the difference between good and evil. Then they were cast out by God for committing the original sin. The devil made them do it.”
He mulled Moreno’s answer over in his mind. It agreed with his knowledge. “Hmm,” he said, “I’ll have to get this to our chief. It could be something or it could be nothing. I just can’t imagine how it got into my cruiser.”
Moreno shook his head. “Me neither. I certainly didn’t put it there.” He paused, then asked, “Do you ever leave your windows down?”
Squinting in thought, he remembered, “I have left them cracked a few times on really hot days to vent the heat out… but the doors are always locked.” He frowned and continued, “I suppose anyone could have dropped it in on one of those days. I just don’t know.”
Moreno raised an eyebrow. “That’s what it looked like to me. Just like someone thought it was a mail drop.”
“Well, okay Juan, I gotta go. Time to save the world from themselves again. Thanks for your help… and the new light bar.” He winked, rolled up the window, and drove off to his daily route.

THE O.C.

2.19.1
Nearing six p.m. Briscoe turned off the I-5 onto Camino Capistrano and pulled into the yard, parked his car and entered his home CHP office in San Juan Capistrano, or SJC as the locals called it. Resolutely, he strode through the empty hallways with the envelope in his hand, eager to hand it over to his chief.
His sigh of disappointment echoed down the hall as he stood, staring into the darkened empty office. He checked the nameplate by the door, wondering of he remembered correctly, and saw it there: Chief Humberto Azul, CHIEF: Capistrano Area, Border division.
He looked at his watch, knowing the offices closed at five p.m. but hoping some late worker might still be around. “Hey, is anybody still here?” he called out, expecting an answer. He knew someone must be there; the back door was unlocked.
A tiny female voice echoed down the hallway, “Just little ole me.”
“Where are you?” he asked, trying to locate the sound source.
“Room 156.”
Following the sound, he roamed the hall checking room numbers as he went. The increasing trend meant he was on the right track. Then he saw the illumination from the room spilling into the hallway. A few steps later, he stood in the doorway, the envelope still in his hand.
Seated at her busy desk, a slight white-haired Aunt Bee looked up at him over her bifocals and asked, “And what can I do for you on this beautiful evening, officer?”
With no other option than to smile at her radiant charm, Briscoe held out the bagged envelope and said, “I’m sorry to bother you ma’am but a maintenance worker found this in my cruiser this morning. I’m trying to get it to the chief.”
She glanced at the envelope. “Oh. Then it must be important. Is it addressed to him?”
“No ma’am, it looks like an anonymous tip letter. I think it is important.”
She smiled and replied, “Well, the chief will be out of his office for the next week, so if it worries you, I suggest you get it to the Orange County Sheriff’s Office. Wear your uniform and they’ll give you and your envelope the attention that you deserve.”
He backed from the doorway, tipped his campaign hat and said, “Thank you for your time, ma’am. I think I’ll do just that.”
* * *
Although it was approaching seven p.m. and his wife was waiting dinner for him, he felt compelled to get the strange communication to the right authorities. Had it referenced transportation, traffic or their infrastructure, he would have left the envelope waiting for the chief to return and resolve the problem, but no, this felt wrong to him: a premonition of epic proportions.
He returned to his cruiser rather than his personal car, to drive the twenty-nine miles to Santa Ana’s Orange County Sheriff’s Office. He thought it would make his visit more official. At the back of his mind, he kept thinking, What if this is a crank letter: a sham? Will I lose my badge? Will I be the laughingstock of the CHP?
Before leaving the yard, he called his wife Barbara to tell her he’d be late. At first, she objected, but after his explanation of the situation, she told him to take his time and do it right.
With her blessing, he left SJC heading to Santa Ana. Fortunately, traffic was light; he arrived forty minutes later.
The desk sergeant looked up from his paperwork at his entrance, smiled and asked, “Uh-oh. What did I do now?”
Somber, he bantered back, “Stand at ease, sergeant, I’m here to see your leader.”
The sergeant turned toward the back and yelled, “Sheriff, you’ve got a visitor.”
Moments passed before a heavyset gruff-looking uniformed individual with a star on his chest approached him, held out his hand, and said, “Hello Officer Briscoe. Welcome to the home of real law enforcement.”
Wondering how the Sheriff knew his name, he quickly realized he was still in uniform: his black nametag on his shirt pocket showed BRISCOE in large white letters. He returned the handshake and laughing, said, “That’s why I’m here, Sheriff…” He looked at the sheriff’s nametag and finished his sentence, “Victor.”
“Well, now you’re talking. Jimmy Victor at your service. What can we do for you, officer?”
He lowered his voice and placed the bagged envelope in the sheriff’s hand. “This was found in my cruiser this morning. It appears someone slipped it through my open window when I wasn’t looking. It may be bogus, but I think anything that says WMD on the front should be taken seriously, if only for a moment.”
“What about your chief? What does he think about it?”
“Chief Azul? He’s out of town for a week and I wanted to get this thing churning in the system.”
“Good call, Briscoe. I know Humberto would concur. If someone went to that much trouble to deliver it, it may be a real threat. We’ll need to move quickly.” He had already read the front cover; the words and their arrangement worried him. “I’ll get this to our crime unit first thing in the morning. Did anyone touch it before you bagged it?”
Hesitating, he answered, “Yes. The mechanic who replaced my light bar was cleaning inside my cruiser and found it. His name’s Juan Moreno. I’m afraid he did handle it before I could bag it.”
“That’s okay, Briscoe. If need be, we’ll call him in for fingerprinting. Does your office have his prints on file?”
“Sorry, Sheriff you’ll have to take that up with our administrative office. I don’t know.”
Victor shook his head. “Goddamn it, Briscoe. There’s more red tape every time I turn around. It’s amazing we ever get anything done in law enforcement.”
Nodding in agreement, he smiled, glanced at his watch, and said, “Well Sheriff, if we’re done here, I’m going home to a nice dinner. It’s been a really long day.”
Victor laughed and responded, “Yeah, breaking your light bar can do that to you sometime.” Cackling, the sheriff walked him to the door and pulled a business card from his pocket. “Here. Keep this in case you hear anything more. Call me if you do.”
“Thank you, Sheriff Victor. Here’s mine. Call me if your investigation team has questions.”
“I will, Officer Briscoe. Take care of SJC for us. It’s a long drive down the I-5.”
* * *
For him, the drive back to SJC was short, as he reviewed the events of the day; something that kept his mind occupied heading home. However, never before had he received such a mysterious message. It worried him; kept him awake all night.

SID

2.20.0
The sun rose over the Briscoe household catching Barb, a modern day June Cleaver, making breakfast. The aroma of eggs, bacon and brewing coffee wafted through the house, waking Mica. Canceling the alarm, he saw the time was six a.m. The last time he glanced at the clock, trying to sleep, it was four. Great! Two hours sleep. He rested his head back on the warm pillow for a few more minutes sleep. Immediately, the bedside telephone rang and aborted his attempt.
“Hello,” he answered, yawning, “this is Mica.”
“Is this Officer Mica Briscoe?” the female voice inquired.
“Well, yes it is. May I ask who’s calling?”
“Sorry to call you so early, officer. This is Lieutenant Sherry Poole with the Orange County Sheriff’s Special Investigation Division.”
He jolted upright in bed, rubbed his eyes and trying to sound alert, said, “No problem Lieutenant Poole. I was just about to jump in the shower. What can I do for you?” He expected the call, yet dreaded its arrival, especially at six in the morning: a harbinger of mountains of red tape.
“Officer Briscoe, did you bring an anonymous tip letter into our office last evening?”
“Why yes, I did. Around nineteen-forty hours. Gave it to Sheriff Victor. It wasn’t my find, though; a mechanic found it in my cruiser during a maintenance stop.”
“Juan Moreno, right?”
“Yes that’s correct.” Covering the telephone’s microphone, he called out to Barb for a cup of coffee. He could see the conversation dragging on for quite a while.
Poole took a deep breath and continued, “Well, we have your evidence in forensics now and have found several fingerprints on the outside but not one on the letter itself. Do you think they’re Moreno’s?”
“Probably. He found and handled it before I could bag it.”
“We’ve checked his record and found a few minor arrests but nothing serious. No felonies, I mean. Would you consider him a suspect?”
“Can’t say that I would, Lieutenant Poole. He’s been with our SJC maintenance shop for as long as I can remember. Never caused a problem… other than a few misdirected pranks. They caused no harm, though.”
“What about you, Officer Briscoe? Do you hold any grudges against the world? Are you happy in your job?”
“Now wait a minute Lieutenant Poole, I’m as straight as an arrow. Check my record; you’ll see it’s clean as a whistle.”
“Oh we have, Officer Briscoe. It’s flawless, but we have to explore all our leads and they obviously begin with you.”
Barbara entered the room with coffee, handed it to him, and whispered, “Are you in trouble, Mica?”
Shaking his head no, he replied to Poole, “I understand that and I want to help in any way I can, but remember I’m just a traffic cop, nothing more, nothing less.”
“Okay then, you can begin by stopping by our office this morning for questioning.”
He choked on his first sip, then said, “What? Wait… I have to be on shift by ten a.m.” He paused and stuttered, “Am-am I a suspect?”
“Officer Briscoe, everyone’s a suspect until we have more information. We plan for you to provide that to us. We’ve talked to your shift supervisor. They’re not expecting to see you today.”
“Lieutenant, this is rather uncomfortable for me. I don’t even know what’s in the envelope. How can I help you more?”
“Simply put, officer, by telling us where you might have received the letter. We’re hoping a security camera caught the drop. We’ll walk you through your last few days and try to determine when and where it was placed in your cruiser.”
“Okay, I can do that. I’ll start rehashing my last week on my way up there. What time?”
“Plan to spend your normal shift with us. We’ll expect to see you around ten a.m. Okay?”
“Have any donuts up there Lieutenant?” he asked, chuckling.
“Does a bear poop in the woods? Of course we do, Briscoe. We’ll save a plate for you.”
“Great! I’ll see you then. Take care, Lieutenant Poole. Oh, are you in the main building with Sheriff Victor?”
“No, we’re in the Crime Lab on Flower Street, third floor, back of the building in SID Lab. Ask for me at the front desk; I’ll lead you back.”
“Thanks Lieutenant. See you soon.”
* * *
He placed the phone into the cradle and stared at it for seconds wondering why him? Did someone target him or was it just a random encounter and his cruiser happened to be there. He shook it off, to be solved another time, and sipped his coffee into the kitchen, joining Barb for breakfast.
* * *
The large clock on the wall showed nine-fifty as he entered the lobby of the multistoried Crime Lab on North Flower. The desk sergeant’s call brought Lieutenant Poole down the stairs into the plush lobby of black marble and gleaming steel. She looked all business, her uniform pressed with sharp seams, her graying brunette hair in a tight bun at the back of her head. She exuded authority, something he admired in his business. He noticed on her approach that she was shorter than he expected, but her more-than-ample bosom compensated for her height.
“Good morning, Lieutenant,” he said, smiling.
She returned a slight smile and responded, “Morning Officer Briscoe. Please follow me.”
Briscoe, intimidated by her abruptness, began moving toward the elevators but stopped when she pointed toward the stairway.
“We use only the stairs here. I like to think it keeps us in shape.”
Trailing behind her, heading upward, he commented, “Well, from what I can see, I’d say it’s working.”
She stopped, glared back at him, and said, “I don’t know whether to thank you or slap you, Officer Briscoe, but that was uncalled for. We’re on duty here.”
Blushing, he offered, “Sorry Lieutenant. I meant it as a compliment.”
Poole turned and continued up the stairs, “Compliment my abilities, not my appearance, if you must. I will accept that.”
He smiled and retorted, “Well then, Lieutenant, you climb the stairs with muscular grace.”
Pausing to scold him once more, she hesitated, then continued upward with a sly smile and said nothing more until the third floor landing. “This is our stop,” she said, opening the stairwell door.
* * *
Amazed by the opulence of the offices as they entered the hallway heading to the lab, he observed, “Wow, you guys have some nice perks, here. This makes our building look shabby.”
“You should have seen our old lab. Crowded, dim and ancient, it affected our performance. We worked harder and they rewarded us. It was a long time coming, though.”
“Well, that gives me hope. Even though I spend most of my day out on patrol, it would be nice to come back to this.” He smiled and added, “Guess I’ll just have to write a few more tickets.”
Poole smiled, then stopped. “Here we are. Home sweet home.” Over the door was a sign lettered Special Investigations Lab. Poole punched a cipher into the electronic lock and opened the door, revealing an enormous futuristic science lab. Black-topped lab benches loaded with autoclaves, Bunsen burners, microscopes and titration towers, centrifuges, computers and electronic instrumentation surrounded the room. It smelled of science, reminding him of his high-school chemistry class. Intermittent beeps and clicks sounded through the room, indicating tests either were in progress or complete. Silently, four workers dressed in white lab coats attended to their tasks, moving from bench to bench in hurried concentration.
* * *
Three small conference rooms and a larger mirrored interview room stretched across the rear of the lab. In one of the smaller rooms, he could see five uniformed and black-suited individuals surrounding a table in a heated discussion. Each of them was holding a single piece of paper waving it occasionally in front of them.
“That’s the Adam task force,” Poole said, leading him toward the room.
“Really?” he asked. “Named after what? A-T-O-M or A-D-A-M”
“A-D-A-M, trying to keep it innocuous. It’s written on the evidence cover.” Thinking further, she added, “But that’s a curious observation. Something we have considered.”
* * *
Moving quietly into the room, Poole offered him the head seat and took the chair beside him. The conversation paused as they sat; twelve eyes rested on him. Uncomfortable but confident he nodded to the team seated around him.
“Ladies and gentlemen, this is CHP Officer Mica Briscoe, the one who found the evidence.”
She cleared her throat and continued, “Officer Briscoe, allow me to introduce the taskforce.” Pointing around the table at each individual, she started, “Special Investigator Gene Keller, O.C. Sheriff’s Office, Special Agent Doug Strong, with the FBI’s terrorism unit out of Quantico, Special Investigator Linda Combs, Cryptanalyst, L.A. Sheriff’s office, Dr. Herman Weisner, Forensic Psychiatrist with our lab, and finally Special Agent Lashawn Gibbs with the U.S. Department of Homeland Security.”
He swallowed audibly and said, “Well, I must have uncovered some threat. This is quite a formidable team. I just hope I can help.” He glanced at the papers in their hands and asked, “Is that the contents of the envelope? May I see a copy so we’re all on the same page, so to speak?”
Poole slid a copy from the center of the table to him. “This is a double-sided photocopy of the note in its entirety. There were no fingerprints found on the original. It was typed on a vintage typewriter using yellowing paper. Someone intended an element of intrigue.”
He read the front, then turned it over to the empty backing and said, “Is this it? It’s just a poem. Anybody recognize Gin Nose?
Team members around the table eased back in their seats at his first evaluation.
Psychiatrist Weisner studied him briefly, then asked, “Is that all you see, Officer Briscoe?”
Briscoe turned it over in his hands again, inspecting it closer. “I see that it is rather nonsensical; possibly the work of a kook.”
“Read the title and first paragraph aloud for us please, Officer Briscoe,” requested Weisner.
Telescoping his arm in and out, he settled at arm’s length and started, “Poetic Aim.” He looked around at the expectant expressions, and read on, “no math clue err, cursed it’s not, dinosaurs cartoons: paradise lost, delays one’s spot.” Ending the paragraph, he lowered his arms to the table.
Weisner spoke up, “Again, Officer Briscoe, what do you take from that prose?”
He chuckled, “As I said before it’s a poem. Gibberish. Makes no sense to me at all. I’m wondering why we’re all here.”
Agent Linda Combs, cryptanalyst with the L.A. Sheriff’s office, sat up in her chair. “Officer Briscoe, it’s a ciphered message, not unusual for societal threats. Have you ever heard of anagrams?”
“Yes, but help my memory.”
“Scrambled letters made into words.”
“Oh. Well I solve the Cryptoquip and Jumble in the Sunday paper every week. Those are anagrams of a sort.”
Agent Combs grinned and spoke, “Yeah. Kinda like that.” She took a deep breath. “It appears this is a mixed cipher poem written in a free quatrain style. We first noticed some of the introductory lines tied to the mention of WMDs on the cover; they were anagrams of particularly disturbing words.”
He knitted his eyebrows and asked, “Like what?” He scanned the poem again.
“We can’t be sure yet, we need the full context of the poem to better understand it, but the title, Poetic Aim, easily anagrams to Atomic Pie, a rather humorous phrase, but tied to WMDs, it sprouts some horns.”
“Think it’s a coded recipe?” he bantered, smiling.
Combs glared at Briscoe, visually admonishing him. “Officer Briscoe, there’s no place for levity here. Please don’t waste our time with irrelevant humor.”
“Yes, ma’am. Sorry, I’m just brainstorming.” He continued, “But why pie? I’m reminded of humble pie. What liars are said to eat when caught in a lie.”
“Interesting, Officer Briscoe. Go on,” said Combs.
“Saying it out loud, it also sounds like pi, a homophone, spelled P-I, the mathematical constant I hated in geometry class; I could never wrap my mind around it. Then once I finally understood it later in life, it awed me.”
“That’s very intuitive of you, Officer Briscoe; almost too much so.” Combs said, frowning.
Eyes directed downward, he admitted, “Must be my Mensa showing. I try to keep it toned down. Excuse me.”
Poole chuckled and interjected, “You mean you’re a genius traffic cop?” Quiet laughter surrounded them.
“I’m a traffic cop because I chose the adventurous life after I left the service. I scuba dive for a hobby and run marathons for my health. I served my country as a master diver in the U.S. Navy at Point Mugu, here in California, and did a damn good job of it. I was one of the navy’s finest. I can’t help that I was given above average intelligence, Lieutenant Poole.” His squinting, glaring eyes hung on her fading laughter.
Poole back stepped and said, “Sorry officer, it’s just a standing joke around the lab. Rare as unicorns, they do exist; you’re living proof.”
Irritated by her debasing comments, he let fly. Still thinking of pi, he looked back to the poem, then Combs. “What about no math clue err? Is he referencing pi?” He was caught up in the brewing puzzle, no longer playing dumb.
“No. Thermonuclear.” Combs shot back.
He quickly matched the letters between the phrases, agreeing with the solution. “Correct. Who’s doing the decoding?” he queried.
Doug Strong, Special Agent with the FBI’s Antiterrorism unit spoke up. “KryptoKnight, our super computer in the Quantico cryptanalysis lab is working on it. So far it’s spewed out thousands of possible solutions, ranging from groupings of one-letter to sixteen-letter words. We must ultimately decide which ones are pertinent to this threat.”
“I see.” He looked back at Combs, probing deeper, “And cursed it’s not?”
“Destructions.” She held up her hand to stop his next reference, “Are you getting it now, Officer Briscoe?”
“Yeah, unfortunately I am. Thermonuclear destructions. Plural. What does the rest of it say?”
Combs scowled and replied, “The next lines are harder to decode. He gave us a few easy ones to lead us in, and who knows, he may have changed the cipher method. The rest of the poem may not be anagrammed. The FBI’s computer is still working on it.”
Squinting into her frown, he asked, “Are you sure it’s a him?”
“No, not really, but Dr. Weisner seems to think a male best fits the profile. We’re hoping you can tell us for sure with your memory.”
“You mean where I’ve been patrolling lately?”
Lieutenant Poole interjected, “Yes, that and more importantly where you’ve been stopping lately.”
He grinned broadly and said, “Well then, you’re in luck today. I do have the memory.” Pulling a flash drive from his khaki jacket, he offered it to Poole. “This morning I remembered that I’ve been part of a new pilot GPS tracking program for cruisers. I don’t like it because it invades my privacy, but maybe it will help in this case. I stopped by this morning and downloaded my last week’s information onto this drive. Should be about forty hours and a thousand miles of data, stops and all. It was a slow week,”
“Excellent!” Poole exclaimed, taking the drive from him. “This is the break we’ve needed.” She wheeled around in her chair and called out the door, “Garcia? Could you come in here please?”
Delores Garcia, one of the sharpest of the forensic computer analysts at the crime lab, appeared at the door within seconds. “Yes, Lieutenant? What can I do for you?”
Reaching out with the drive, Poole answered, “This USB drive contains the GPS coordinates of Officer Briscoe’s patrol route over the past week. Could you please map it with a coordinated time line. We’re looking for stops of a few minutes or longer where someone could have dropped something into his cruiser window. No rush, but we need it yesterday.”
Garcia smiled, said, “No problem,” then took the drive and turned to leave.
He added, “Oh. I generally crack my windows open on stops when the outside temperature is ninety degrees or higher. They’re closed otherwise and the doors are always locked.”
“Good point, Officer Briscoe,” said Poole. She turned back to Garcia and added, “So map his stops with the time and outside temperatures over ninety highlighted. Can you do that?”
“Sure, I’ll just have to coordinate his location data with the hourly temp data at his location. That’s simple. How about the data formatting on the drive. Is it CSV?” She waited for an answer.
“I believe it is,” he replied. “They told me it’s standard CHP location data coding.”
Garcia nodded and left the room to begin her task. It was not a trivial task, but happily, there were no cloak-and-dagger constraints involved; straightforward GPS to mapping conversions were something she performed almost daily for vehicle tracking. The temperature element made it slightly more interesting.
His eyes followed her down the hall. “How long will it take her?”
Poole answered, “Probably several hours. Most other labs would take days but she uses a mapping app she developed. Does it in minutes. The temperature aspect is new, though. Still, she can modify her code on the fly and do miracles, sometimes. I’m never disappointed with her work.”
“So am I done here?” he asked, starting to rise.
“Keep your seat, officer,” Poole said, nodding to Weisner.
Weisner stood at his chair and addressed Briscoe, “Officer Briscoe, you must realize by now that you are our prime suspect in this investigation. And until we prove your innocence or identify the sender, you’ll remain so.”
The hair on his neck bristling, he rose to defend himself. “That’s preposterous! My record is impeccable. I would never do anything like this; ask my wife, Barbara. I’m on your side.” As an afterthought he asked, stuttering, “Wh-what about Juan Moreno? H-his prints are on the envelope.”
“We’ve already cleared him. He came in earlier for printing, then took the same tests we are about to give you. Sailed through with flying colors,” answered Weisner.
“I figured that. He’s no terrorist. A joker maybe, but not a terrorist.”
“Do you think this is one of his jokes? Does it match his priors’ M.O.?”
“No. I think not,” he admitted.
“Well then, Officer Briscoe will you consent to a few tests to clear your name?” Weisner glanced down and said, “This is as embarrassing for us as it must be for you.” He smiled and walked to Briscoe’s side. “Let’s go next door and clear your name.”

THE VETTING

2.20.1
Two hours and thirty minutes later, he returned with Weisner to the meeting room. He was exhausted, yet pleased with his performance. The Taskforce ADAM members still seated, awaited the verdict.
Weisner escorted Briscoe to his seat, then returned to his seat by Combs. He opened a manila folder, brought with him from the tests and began reading, “I administered to Officer Mica Briscoe the MMPI-2-RF test at eleven-twenty-five hours today. Those of you in classified or sensitive employment may remember the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory test. You’ve probably taken one to ensure your stability and trustworthiness: it’s quite a lengthy and intrusive test. He completed it by thirteen-hundred hours with satisfactory scores, meaning he is not a psycho, or threat to society or himself.”
Ignoring Combs request for solemnity, he chuckled at his witticism and continued, “His second test was a straightforward polygraph. No deception was detected. Even on the critical questions such as ‘Did you compose or generate the evidential threat,’ he passed. There was not a hint of deception in any of his answers.” He turned the page and continued, “Officer Briscoe’s third and final test was negative showing no more than ambient radiation.” Weisner glanced around the table and summarized his findings, “Long story short, Officer Briscoe is no longer a suspect. Congratulations Mica.”
Breathing a sigh of relief, he tilted his head, and said, “Thank you for expediting my fate, Dr. Weisner. Now, I understood the reasoning behind all the tests but the third. What was that? A scintillation counter?”
Weisner motioned to Poole, sitting as judge to the proceedings. It would be her decision to inform him about the test in question. She motioned to Agent Lashawn Gibbs with Homeland Security for her input. “Agent Gibbs, do we have a need-to-know situation here?”
“Your call Lieutenant. It’s still local up to this point. Your jurisdiction,” replied Gibbs.
Poole thinking, nervously twisted a pencil in her fingers, then lowered her voice and addressed Briscoe, “Yes, it was. Exactly that. The envelope and letter you brought into evidence are highly radioactive, to the point of personal danger. We’ve locked them up in a leaded vault to protect ourselves.” She glanced to Agent Gibbs from the DHS. “According to Agent Gibbs, the radiation from that letter comprises a threat in itself, like a letter laced with anthrax.”
She watched Briscoe’s reaction as he wiped his hands on his pants. “No, these copies are not radioactive,” she continued. “If you had created the evidence or even handled it at length, your fingers and hands would have indicated high levels of radiation. Whoever did this, we suspect, is highly radioactive and probably near death.” Stressing the gravity of her disclosure, she added, “We found the smoking gun, Officer Briscoe. None of this information will leave my lab without my authorization. Understand?”
Frozen in thought, he nodded, shifting the stack of papers on the table. “So this is serious, huh?”
Agent Gibbs, DHS, replied, “Serious enough, Officer Briscoe, for my office to send me across the country to California. Probably one of the more credible threats we’ve had in years. The NTAS has issued an elevated threat warning to all federal agencies. The anti-terrorism community’s eyes are on California until this threat is resolved.”
“And the NTAS is what?” he inquired.
“The National Terrorism Advisory System. An arm of DHS. That’s your Department of Homeland Security, if you don’t remember your government’s structure.”
“So this all came about after I received that letter? You guys work fast. How did--”
Mid-sentence, Agent Strong’s cell phone rang, interrupting him. Strong was on alert for updates from KryptoKnight’s operators. The Adam-cipher team at Quantico had been tasked with issuing alerts to him for each newly decoded anagram. He was expecting the call.
“Strong here,” he answered.
“Yeah, let me get a pen.”
Lieutenant Poole pulled a pen from her pocket and offered it.
“Okay, go,” said Strong. He scribbled several lines on the back of his evidence copy and asked, “Another one?” Pen to paper, he wrote again, as the taskforce craned their necks trying to read his script. “That’s it? He handed Poole her pen and nodding, mouthed, “Thank you.”
As abruptly as it started, the call ended.
Looking around the table, he sighed, then said, “KryptoKnight has deciphered two more lines from the poem, each with a ninety-percent confidence factor.”
Chairs scraped, paper rustled through the small room awaiting his announcement.
Strong scanned his notes and said, “The lines are not sequential, so just add the solution out beside the ciphered line.” He paused, saw everyone nodding, ready to write, and continued, “The line ‘Eden mist won’ decodes to ‘End times now’ while ‘Scab oil one’ yields ‘Ocean boils.’
“The word I get from our cryptanalysts is that each successfully decoded line simplifies further decoding based on context. I would expect more lines related to the ocean will soon appear.”
“I notice that the line ‘Dinosaur’s cartoon: Paradise Lost’ does not appear to be anagrammed, but relates to end times. Is that the context you mean?” observed Briscoe.
“Yes, that too,” answered Strong. “Our computer is working on permutations and combinations of the words in each line, piecing together a sensible threat relating to terrorism. Every solution begets another solution. That line may in fact be a very ingenious anagram.” He sighed, continuing, “We’ll just have to wait and see.”
* * *
The room went silent, agents examining the new data, as Garcia reentered the room carrying a large map. Spreading it out to cover the table, she said, “Here’s Officer Briscoe’s patrol itinerary for the past week, Lieutenant Poole. I added some notes for clarification. Call me if you need any more explanations.”
Before Garcia could leave the room, Poole grabbed her arm and asked, “Did anything stand out as you created this map?”
Garcia grinned and said. “Yes. He certainly loves his Starbucks’ coffee.”
The chuckles around the table blushed his face. Then he too began to laugh with them. “Hey, they’re my roadside offices. I use their restrooms, drink their coffee, eat their donuts, and fill out my reports on their large tables. Beats my console and steering wheel by a mile.” He smiled and admitted, “Yes, I admit, I am a Starbucks junkie.”
As the laughter died, Poole looked at her watch, conferred with the taskforce team, then announced, “Okay, let’s take a thirty-minute lunch break. We will reconvene here at three o’clock to consider this map. For those of you unfamiliar with our building layout, there’s a lunchroom with vending machines by the lobby on the first floor. You won’t have time to leave the building for lunch.” With that, the group stood and filed out of the room heading toward lunch.
* * *
Three o’clock arrived and the team was seated around the table scouring Garcia’s map. Forty-nine stops were identified where he had paused for two minutes or longer, ranging from five to thirty-five minutes. Some were traffic stops, fourteen were Starbucks; most were on or within a few miles of the I-5, I-405, or PCH. The north-south boundaries were Santa Ana to the north and Dana Point to the south. At the end of his duty week a high pressure weather system had settled over southern California, raising daily temperatures ten degrees to the south. Only five of his fourteen Starbucks breaks triggered the high-temperature flag during the unusual heat wave, indicating an open-window condition. Poole was ready to create her short list.
From the map’s analysis, she composed a list of five Starbucks, with a location, date, time and temperature for each stop. She looked over the list, handed it to him, and asked, “Do you agree with our analysis of your stops? Does it look right to you?”
He scanned the list, thinking back, and answered, “Yes, I remember where I parked for each of these stops. It was hot out. And my cruiser was viewable by security cameras each time… if they were working. I try to prevent vandalism that way.”
Returning her list, he said, “I hope I was helpful. This has been a very informative, yet very upsetting experience for me. If I can be of assistance in the future, please call me.”
“Thank you, Officer Briscoe. Tomorrow I’ll send Deputy Keller, Sheriff Victor’s special investigator out to these locations to view the security tapes. With any luck, we’ll find the perpetrator who did all this. It may take a while, though.” Her comment, directed to Keller seated beside her, brought a confirming nod.
She handed the list to Keller, looked around the table at the affirmative nods, then back at Briscoe. They knew what she was thinking: she wanted him on her team. “You know, officer, I never thought I’d say this to a traffic cop, but you seem too smart to be cruising our streets. If I can work something out with your Chief Azul, would you like to join our team as we save this portion of the world? You said you loved adventure.” Smiling, she cocked her head, awaiting his reply.
He twitched, stared at his evidence copy, then looked at Poole. He felt a cold sweat, a feeling of dread come over him; his heart raced. Then, slowly, he answered, “I think not, Lieutenant Poole. While I appreciate the offer, and I am honored by it, my life has just enough adventure as it is. I like to sleep at night,”
Poole, disappointed, almost expecting his refusal, said, “Well, consider it an option, Officer Briscoe. Seldom do avenues like this open up for Chippies. From what I’ve seen of your capabilities here today, our team could certainly use your expert--”
Beeping from Strong’s pocket interrupted her. Agent Strong fumbled the cell phone from his coat, glanced at the caller ID, and answered, “Strong here. You guys are working really late tonight.” He checked his watch and added, “It’s almost seven p.m. up there. What do you have?”
Strong listened, nodding. “You’ve got how many different ciphers running through KK right now?”
“Sixteen? Must be a slow day, huh?” He grinned at the team, passing the information indirectly to them.
“Four more lines?” Lieutenant Poole tried passing her pen to him. He shook his head, refusing it and said, “Jason, can I put you on speakerphone? I’m the middleman here and my team would rather hear it straight from the horse’s mouth, so to speak.”
Strong snickered and bantered back, “No, I did not say that, I said ‘horse’s mouth.’”
Still laughing, Strong punched the speakerphone button bringing the small speaker to life. “Okay, Jason, you’re on speaker. Including me, there are seven individuals around our table listening in.” Redirecting his attention to the group, he introduced the talker, “This is Jason Hillcoat with our Quantico Crypto Lab. He’s the Adam-cipher point man at our agency. If you have questions for him, please identify yourself as you speak.”
The speaker sounded rustling paper as Hillcoat began, “There are four new solutions from the cipher. I will first read the ciphered line then the solution with its confidence factor. Everybody understand?”
“Yes, Jason, Go ahead,” Strong said, echoing the nodding heads.
“These are not in order from the poem, but rather order of solution. The first line, ‘Facets of hot’ decodes to ‘Off the coast’ with a ninety-eight percent confidence factor. Next, ‘All rainbows died sot’ gives us ‘And bodies will roast,’ eighty-nine percent CF. The third line, ‘A stoic taste shot’ solves to ‘The coast is toast,’ ninety-two percent CF.
“Finally, and the knight went out on a limb with this one, based on a homophone of ‘pie’ in the title, is the half-line, ‘Dinosaur’s cartoons,’ decoded into ‘Across into around,’ and that’s the formula for pi, P-I. That decryption gave only a seventy-two percent CF, but still a passing grade. The second half of that line is still wandering through the computer trying to find its mate.” Hillcoat paused, then concluded, “That’s all folks. The remaining lines are iterating toward their solutions, but it may still be a while. I’ll keep you posted, Agent Strong.”
Releasing the call, Strong placed the phone back into his pocket and looked at his newly updated poem. “Did everyone get those?” he asked.
All nodding affirmatively, Strong admitted, “Well Officer Briscoe, looks like you pegged the mathematical pi relation some time back. Sure you don’t want to join our force?”
He studied the second, completed, verse, looked up, shook his head, and replied, “This does not bode well. There’s definitely something brewing off our coast. My intuition tells me he positioned a nuclear weapon, possibly several, into the water or on it, in a boat. I feel I should either do something to stop this lunatic or evacuate southern California. I’m not sure which. Right now, I think I’ll go back to patrolling my highways. Those roaming parking lots are looking a lot better, compared to this, but thank you anyway.” He deferred to Poole.
* * *
Lieutenant Poole, feeling helpless, powerless against the encroaching evil tide, sighed. She had always been on top of any situation, ready to pounce. But now, she watched a malevolence invading her territory with no recourse other than to patiently plod along, waiting for all hell to break loose.
“Yes, the second verse is now a rather gut-wrenching visual reference, something I can hardly imagine.” Intrigued, yet repulsed by the resolving threat, she read it aloud,
“Ocean boils,
Off the coast.
End times now,
And bodies will roast.”


She cleared her throat, wiped her eyes, and asked, “Anybody see anything else in that verse besides the obvious?”
Weisner, analyzing the new lines from a psychological aspect, spoke out, “Yes. I notice that both the encrypted and decoded lines rhyme, a sizable task; that indicates a very high level of intelligence and possibly an OCD complex.” He paused. “This is no off-the-street criminal. No, there’s a genius mind behind this threat, possibly demented by radiation as you mentioned earlier, Lieutenant Poole.”
Mulling Weisner’s comment over, Poole slammed her fist on the table and growled, “We’re going to catch this sick son-of-a-bitch if it takes our entire force to do it. He has to slip up somewhere, then we’ll get him and hang him by his balls.”
Agent Gibbs smiled, nodded agreement and asked, “But how much time do we have? A day? A week? A month?” Suddenly angry, she shook the paper in her hand and said, “His threat is so specific in this poem; why is there nothing about when it will happen. It doesn’t make sense.”
“Don’t be so sure about that, there are still unsolved lines. Those ciphers may hold the temporal information we need,” said Combs. “I’m pretty certain of that. This crackpot is proud of his work. He will not leave us clueless without a date.” Thinking on her last statement, she addressed Strong, “Agent Strong, call your friend Hillcoat in Quantico and ask him to direct his context search to include temporal elements. Anything to do with time, days or dates. It has to be there, I know it. Gibbs is right.”
Heading toward the door on her suggestion, he said, “I on it.” He stopped in the hallway, hit redial and waited for Hillcoat to pick up as Poole concluded the meeting.
“It’s been a long day, and I thank you all for your participation and input. I did not expect to unravel this heinous threat in one day, but we are progressing toward an answer.” After scanning the faces around her, she asked, “Do all of you, except Trooper Briscoe, of course, plan to be around tomorrow?” She intentionally used the term ‘trooper,’ a very non-CHP designation, almost derogatory in its meaning, to shame Briscoe into submission. His presence on the team, she felt, was mandatory. “Deputy Keller, I know you’ll be out at Starbucks checking tapes.”
Agent Strong rushed back into the room and took his place without breaking the meeting’s pace. Aside, he said to Combs, “Done. It’s in the works.” Then back to Poole he said, “I’m in.”
One by one, the remaining taskforce members said, “I’ll be here,” until the question circled to Briscoe. “I’ll be out patrolling the coast,” he said, “but this bastard will be in my sights. Here’s my cell number if KK solves more lines.” He cracked a smile, handed Poole his card and finished his comment, “I’m really curious, now.”
Pleased by his softening refusal Poole smiled and said, “Fine. We’ll reconvene in this room at ten a.m. tomorrow. Everyone get plenty of rest. You’ll need it.” As the team stood to leave, she admonished them, “Please consider today’s meeting and information as very sensitive knowledge. It goes no further than this room.”
* * *
The cool evening breeze welcomed the taskforce from the building. They all headed to their cars replaying the day in their heads, praying the dreaded event was not tomorrow

BREAKTHROUGH

2.21.0
With three additional ciphers solved, the meeting started at ten o’clock sharp. All eyes were on Doug Strong, FBI, Quantico. More enthusiastic than yesterday, he cajoled with his team awaiting Poole’s signal. He felt empowered with his news. His late-night call from Jason Hillcoat convinced him the case was congealing. Especially when Hillcoat had suggested he return to Virginia before pi day. There were safer places for him, away from California; places that needed his computer expertise.
“Agent Linda Combs seems to have won the lottery today. It’s a great day for all of us,” Lieutenant Poole began. She too had renewed enthusiasm over Strong’s news. “Her recommendation for KryptoKnight’s search using temporal cues brought three more solutions into being last night.” Motioning to Strong, she said, “Would you like to enlighten us? I understand you now have a date, which gives us an anchor, a basis for a timeline.”
“I do,” he replied. Reading from his notepad, he began with the first of the three ciphers. He had rehearsed the disclosures in his mind several times, knowing they were confusing, almost bewildering, but he understood KryptoKnight’s artificial intelligence program. It had the capability of understanding the meaning of words, making associations between them, and oftentimes creating arcane solutions, strange even to its operators. All he had to do was make the curious answers believable.
“One of the most cryptic of the ciphered lines, which was first thought not to be an anagram, is the half-line ‘Paradise Lost.’ In fact it is, solving to ‘Pastoral ides.’
“Now, while we associate the term ‘ides,’ from the early Roman calendars, with the middle of the month, the most well-known ides is the ides of March: March fifteenth. KK’s confidence factor from this line alone is only sixty-two percent, but coupled with the next line the CF jumps to a whopping ninety-nine percent.” Glancing at the affirming nods around him, he referred back to his small pad and continued, “The next solved cipher ‘Delays one’s spot’ decodes to ‘Less one day, tops.’
“Simple math, subtracting one day from March fifteenth, yields March fourteenth as the target date. The Knight associated this solution with other references to pi, rounded to 3.14, March fourteenth by European notation, and called it a match. That’s the cause of the high CF, especially when linked to the Knight’s solution for the garbage line ‘In deck heap wind.’ Solved, it is ‘And I picked when.’” Finished, Strong sat and rested his case. Quietly, he fidgeted with his pad, awaiting acceptance of his information.
Poole, straight-faced, applauded slowly. “Thank you, Agent Strong. My calendar says we have twenty-two days until the fourteenth of March to find and neutralize this threat.” Eyes on her marked-up poem, she read it aloud in its entirety with the new solutions. “Here’s what we have so far:
Atomic Pie

Thermonuclear
Destructions,
Across into around.
Pastoral ides,
Less one day tops.

Ocean boils,
Off the coast.
End times now
And bodies will roast.

A rhyming we end,
The coast is toast.
And I picked when
I jest you not.

From Gin Nose.”

Shaking her head, exhaling, she said, “We now have the what, when and how. We still need the who, why and where. And who in the hell is Gin Nose?”
* * *
Twenty-nine miles south, Officer Mica Briscoe, started his daily patrol route up the I-5 heading north toward Santa Ana. Saturday’s traffic, as usual, was horrendous. No wrecks, no emergencies, just too many damn cars on the road at one time, all traveling the same direction. It happened every weekend. A northbound roaming parking lot.
Spontaneously, cursing softly, he pulled through an official-use-only turnaround and headed south, planning instead to cover the Coastal Highway today. In the back of his mind, a voice commanded him to do so. He knew it was not his official route, but citations were citations, no matter where he issued them. He just needed to meet his quota, and the PCH often provided more opportunity; he had a hard time trying to give speeding tickets in the stopped parking lots on I-5.
Comfortable with his decision and the faster traffic flow, he headed down to Dana Point to join up with the 1 and travel up the coast to Newport Beach. A breathtaking drive through plush communities, overhanging cliffs and the Pacific shoreline, it showcased southern California’s beauty, not to mention occasional views of bikini-clad sun worshippers on the beaches. Yes, today he needed that to try to clear his mind of Adam. He traveled north only a few miles before pulling over the white shoulder line and stopping his cruiser.
As car after car whizzed past, he raised the laser radar gun to the windowsill, expecting an alarm. He had selected an obscure shoulder space by Aliso Beach Park to hide his cruiser, giving him a panorama of the sandy beach on one side, the traffic lanes on the other. Often stopping here, it brought him calmness, a private day at the beach; even though he was fifty yards from the water, his binoculars could draw him closer.
Finding a normal traffic flow, he dropped the gun into his lap and called in on his radio, giving his position, “Dispatch, this is unit 408, 10-8 on PCH at Aliso Beach Park. Traffic control.”
“10-4,” answered the dispatcher, laughing. “Back at the beach again, huh? Most be nice.”
“Hey, it pays well here. Don’t laugh. Drivers divert their attention from the road and their speedometers to bikinis. Almost always speed, unless they see me first. I have ninety-four notches on my radar gun this month; mostly from this location.”
“Yeah, just kidding Briscoe. You’re doing good. Keep our roads safe and call back when you’re driving.”
“10-4. Will do.”
Back to reality, he scanned the beach with binoculars, counted eight large umbrellas with three to four people under each one, then raised the glasses out to the ocean. The waves were unusually high and crashing loudly; he could hear the roar through his open window. Out at infinity, the thin line, separating a light blue sky from a deeper blue ocean, was barely visible. He scanned slowly, searching south to north; huge waves rushed toward land. High tide coming, he thought. Where are you Adam? I know you’re out there somewhere.” He shook his head violently, ridding his mind of the horrific images he imagined.
Considering it was mid-February, the beach was busy. Nothing like the crazy summer weekends with their rowdy beachgoers stomping through the fire pits, erecting huge sand sculptures and drinking funneled beer through long hoses. No, this was the peaceful time of year at the beach, but spring break was right around the corner. A harbinger of the summer crowds to follow, he wondered if Adam would allow that time to arrive. Reluctantly, he reached for his cell phone and dialed Lieutenant Poole at the O.C. Crime Lab.
“Lieutenant Poole here.”
“Briscoe calling. I’m curious if any more of the message has been decoded. Was a time or date found?”
“Why, yes there was, Officer Briscoe. I’m glad to hear you’re still on our team, if only by proxy.”
Pausing, he knew her dig was coming but his curiosity had bested him; it mattered not. One thought at a time, he was dragging himself reluctantly back into the puzzle, not something he particularly wanted to happen.
“Well? When?” Knowing his cell signal was subject to intercept, he avoided specifics; something he learned in his LEO classes: talk around it, not about it. All law enforcement officers knew that.
“March fourteenth,” Poole replied.
“Pi day! I should have known. Well, we have twenty-one days. My clock is ticking.”
“Better add a day to your clock, Officer Briscoe. This year is a leap year. Use that extra day wisely. Hope I answered your question.”
“Copy that Lieutenant. Thanks for the information.” He released the call and sighed, staring at his phone, clicking down the days.
Realizing he would not die today, he relaxed in his seat, brought his radar to the window, and, hoping for a speeder, aimed it into the oncoming traffic. He would catch one soon; he could feel it.
* * *
Back in the crime lab, Poole’s team had dwindled to nothing, as its members raced off to inform their agencies of the news. While just over three weeks seemed ample time to prepare for a simple emergency such as a hurricane or flood, in the face of imminent annihilation, it felt like tomorrow. Panic was evident in everyone’s faces, demeanors, and actions. The specification of a date slammed the threat into their own realities, worrying about their families, friends and their own welfare. Knowing that nobody in the taskforce had a handle on how to resolve or abort the threat made it worse, considering they were the most knowledgeable, most capable force in existence.
* * *
The meeting room sat empty, except for Poole, determined, examining the clues over and over. Something had to be there nobody had seen. She focused her attention on the last line ‘From Gin Nose’ yet to be decoded by the FBI computer. It must be a name, she thought. Encrypted. With no context for a solution, KK would have to sort through every first and last name in existence to find a match; even then the there would be no certainty it was related to the threat.
Suddenly she realized that she could give context, a relationship, to KK’s search. Although its artificial intelligence prowess approached that of light-speed human thought, without directives it would often wander aimlessly through seas of irrelevant data, not knowing it had already found the answer. She placed her cell phone on the table and stared at it for several long moments, thinking. What do we know about the perpetrator? Smart, very smart. Radioactive, very radioactive. Excellent English language skills. Precise, to the point of being obsessive-compulsive. Mathematical. Local to southern California, probably coastal. Access to nuclear weapons.
Flipping her evidence copy over, beside her other notes, she wrote her thoughts. She wondered if they were enough. Indecisive, she decided she would call Agent Strong when she had time.
Moving on, at the bottom of the list she penned ‘Physical Description-’ and realized she had nothing. The void reminded her that she could have something, but Keller had not reported in. Out visiting suspect Starbucks’ security tapes, he was supposed to call back periodically, keeping the team abreast of his progress. She took the phone and speed-dialed Keller.
“Deputy Keller,” he answered.
“Gene, this is Poole at the crime lab. What have you got so far? Tell me some good news.”
“Wish I could Lieutenant. I’m heading south on the I-5, three down, two to go. I scanned the videos and found the cruiser at each location, but nothing more.”
“What’s your 10–20?”
“Mission Viejo. He had multiple stops here so it may take a while. Then on to San Juan Capistrano to wrap it up. Hope we get lucky soon.”
“10-4, Deputy. Keep in touch. Bye.”
* * *
Referring back to the blank line in her notes, she scribbled Pending. Not what she wanted to write, but something to remind her to check back later with Keller. For the first time in days, she felt aimless, lonely, stopped in her tracks, wanting more. The taskforce members had agreed to meet again tomorrow, same time, same place. There was nothing she could do but wait. Should she go downstairs and catch up on Orange County’s other problems or do something else? She rested her head on her arms, on the empty table and drifted off, thinking of Gin Nose.
* * *
A brief glint in the water caught his attention. Far from shore, it rocked in the waves, occasionally reflecting the afternoon sun, like a floating buoy. He had never noticed anything before in that location. It couldn’t be a stationary buoy or he would have seen it many times at this stop. He knew the road, the beach and the ocean by heart. It was his favorite stop. No, this was different. Raising the binoculars to his eyes, he peered out at a small white boat, blue trim down its side, floating in the water. He pulled the binoculars from his eyes, rubbed them trying to clear his vision, and looked back. As he suspected, it was floating keel up, a rare, but not impossible, sight in these waters. The rough waves in the area always brought fear into the hearts of its boaters, but most of them made it through. A few didn’t.
He started his cruiser and pulled slowly into the beachside parking lot, trying to avoid attention. Onward toward the lifeguard tower, he idled and then stopped, directly behind it. Quickstepping from the car to the tower ladder, he carried his binoculars to get a better view. The empty tower, manned only during the busy seasons, gave him a perfect viewpoint for the derelict boat. In plain sight, it bobbled rhythmically, belly up, slowly moving toward shore with the incoming tide. Nothing in his view indicated life. No waving arms, no white flags, nothing. Assuming the worst, he returned to his cruiser and called it in.
“Dispatch, this 408 at Aliso Beach Park. I’ve spotted a watercraft adrift about a half-mile offshore. No signs of life. It’s capsized, upside down.”
“Roger that, Officer Briscoe. I’ll get the Coast Guard over there 10–18, ASAP. Can you meet them there?”
“I’ll be here, dispatch. By the south lifeguard tower in my cruiser. Please advise when they’re in route, with an ETA.”
“10-4, officer, enjoy the beach. Got your swim suit?”
“Very funny. Briscoe out.”
* * *
By the time Dispatch called back, the boat had drifted closer, now only a football field out from shore. He had tracked it in through his binoculars, seeking more detail, but it gave nothing more.
“A Cutter’s on the way. Should be there in fifteen minutes,” the radio squawked.
“Wait a minute, Dispatch. That’s at least a sixty-foot ship. They’ll never get in here to the boat. It’s almost onshore. I need a hovercraft.”
“10-4. I’ll call them back.”
“Oh, would you ask them to bring a Geiger or scintillation counter with them. I’m working on a far-out hunch, here,” he said, squinting through glasses, watching the fiberglass shell dance on the waves toward shore.
“That’s a strange request, Briscoe, but I’ll ask. Dispatch out.”
* * *
He lowered the binoculars and shook his head, chuckling at the thought of a sixty-foot Coast Guard Cutter making its way onto shore. Sometimes a little added information makes all the difference in the world. The beach crowd had begun to gather near him, all fascinated by the approaching hull. With each wave, the hull rocked and drifted closer, bringing cheers from the crowd. Then suddenly it halted, as if it hit a brick wall. What the hell? he though. It began to spin erratically with each wave, advancing no further. It’s caught on something, run aground. He walked to his cruiser and looked back. It wasn’t going anywhere until the tide changed. Dropping into his seat he reached to the console, grabbed the cup of cold coffee and sipped from it, waiting for the hovercraft.
* * *
The unmistakable roar of huge fans approaching awakened him. He had only napped for a few minutes but he was refreshed, ready to fight a new war. He stood from the car and waited for the sand to settle before acknowledging the ACV, or air cushioned vehicle. Fans stopped, it dropped on its skirt into the sand as a white uniformed coast guardsman disembarked and walked briskly toward him.
“Ensign John Dover at your service, officer,” he said as he approached. An officer and a gentleman, at six-foot-three and two-hundred pounds, with black closely trimmed hair and deep-set azure eyes, he exuded confidence. He shook Briscoe’s hand, then looked around assessing the emergency. “What’s the problem here,” he asked, glancing out at the capsized hull, then continued, “other than that unfortunate craft. Seems to be stuck in the sand--probably on its ski tower. Any survivors?”
“No, not unless they’re under it. Can you right it so we can see?”
“Sure. Want us to tow it back to the impound marina, too?” asked Dover.
“No, not yet. I’d like you to beach it here so I can investigate a possible crime. We’ll go from there.”
“With a Geiger counter? What’s that about?”
“Did you bring one?”
“Yes sir, our San Onofre special. We used it around the twin tits nuclear plant--when it was operational. It’s old but still works. We keep it calibrated in case of another leak.”
Smiling, nodding, he replied, “Ah, yes. I call those the double-Z towers. Know them well. Mind if I use it for some tests after you bring it in?” He motioned toward the stuck, rotating hull.
“No, not at all. Stand back and we’ll bring ‘er in.”
He walked back to his cruiser as Dover boarded the hovercraft, started the engines, and lifted from the beach in a flurry of sand. He turned back and curiously watched the ACV in action. Rocking side to side, on a roiling spray of water six inches over the ocean, parallel to the hull, Dover pulled with grappling hooks and gaffs on long poles trying to right the capsized boat. On the third try, it began to roll, slowly at first, then reached equilibrium and flipped upright exposing a tall onboard cargo crane and hoist mechanism.
“What in the hell is that?” he asked himself. He recognized the craft as a Sea Ray, but had never seen such a massive cargo rigging before. His heart sped as he realized its implications. That might just be Adam’s launch pad. He closed his eyes, hoping, praying that he would find radioactivity there.
It took only minutes for the ACV to capture, tie off, and tow the boat to shore. Once beached, it sat, listing, awaiting his scrutiny. He watched Dover return to shore, park the ACV nearby then stride across the sand toward him carrying a small yellow box with a short black curved handle. It reminded of a vintage metal detector he had used in his navy days. That must be the San Onofre special. He exited the cruiser, met Dover halfway, and took the instrument, inspecting it in his hands.
“How do you work this thing, ensign?”
Dover pointed out the controls. “Simple. Toggle that switch to ON, then watch that meter and listen for clicks. It’s auto-ranging so it self adjusts for any intensity. If that red light flashes, run like hell.” He looked up, chuckling. “We’ve never had that happen, so we don’t know if I really works. The manual says it does.”
“If you’ll stick around while I test it, I’d appreciate your towing it to the salvage marina when I’m done. I’ll call a deputy for authorization.” Briscoe said, walking toward his target, Dover trailing behind.
“No problem, officer. My time is yours until we get it off the beach.”
* * *
Stepping over the hull into the Sea Ray’s tilting deck, he slipped on the wet fiberglass, fell into the boat and quickly stood, regaining his composure. “Slippery,” he said, smiling. His leather-soled shoes were not meant for this type of work. Before activating the Geiger counter, he looked around the cabin of the boat deciding where to measure first. A circular deep gouge in the flooring behind the captain’s seat drew his attention. Glancing at the cargo crane tower, he noticed its arm was extended to a distance that seemed to place its claw, when swiveled, right over the round imprint. He tested his observation, grabbing the arm and pulling it toward him. Sand gritted in the swivel joints making it difficult to move. A few more tugs and he had the claw in place, directly over the indentation. He bent over and rubbed his hand over the circular depression, estimating it to be a half-inch deep. As he suspected, he was right. This was the place to measure.
Dover watched with mounting curiosity, wondering what was happening, as Briscoe held the instrument over the circle and switched it on. Not a click or two, but a raucous buzz came from the speaker accompanied by a bright flashing red light from the Geiger counter’s front panel. Dover jumped back, away from the boat, almost falling in the wet sand, and yelled, “Holy shit! Get the hell out of there, Briscoe. That’s lethal!”
Slipping and stumbling, he scrambled hand over foot out of the listing boat and fell in the sand. The San Onofre special, landing several feet from him, still clattered, though its light was dark. He stood, brushed the sand from his uniform, grabbed the counter, and retreated with Dover until the buzzing stopped. They were fifteen feet back, further than the beach crowd in front of them, gathered around the boat curiously looking in.
“Everybody back!” he yelled. “It may explode any time now. There’s a gas leak.” He improvised his deception on the fly to avoid a panic. Announcing lethal radioactivity would certainly scare everyone and start the questions, which he couldn’t answer. He had put the monster to rest before it awakened. The crowd obeyed, gathering their belongings, racing to their cars. Soon the beach park was empty.
“Excellent thinking, Officer Briscoe,” Dover said, aside. “I was wondering how we were going to handle that very delicate situation. You pegged it.”
“Thanks, ensign. In my years of experience with crowd control on our jammed up highways, I‘ve become rather adept in the art of disinformation. It works. Saves lots of headaches, too.”
Smiling, Dover looked over at the boat, pointed and quietly asked, “So really. What was that about? Is the boat really that radioactive? Why?”
He hesitated, then answered, “Yes, I think so. Since you’ll be towing it back to the Sheriff’s marina, you need to know. It most likely is. Why? I can’t answer that right now. You’ll find out soon enough. Please keep this quiet from the public until they’re notified by the Sheriff’s office. You don’t want to start the panic I just avoided.”
“Yes, sir. I understand. How should I handle this with my office? Do they know?”
“No, not yet, but they will. I’m calling it in as soon as you leave. They’ll be expecting you.” He reached out with the Geiger counter, handing it over.
“Thank you, Officer Briscoe. We’ll be off now.” He saluted, turned, and raced to the hovercraft. Seconds later, its fans roared again. It skimmed over the sand, caught the boat’s fore line and dragged it back to the ocean, floating low in the water, heading north.
Watching it disappear into the distance from the front seat of his cruiser, he sipped cold coffee, ate a stale morning donut, then rested his head on the steering wheel for a moment, organizing his thoughts. Should he write up a report or not? Probably not. He would leave that to Poole.
* * *
According to his watch, it was four-fifteen in the afternoon when he speed-dialed Poole’s cell phone. He had already had a hectic day and he expected it would get busier. Not sure how she would handle the news, he dreaded making the call.
“Crime Lab. Poole here.”
“What’s up Lieutenant? Any more news?
She recognized his voice. “Hello, Officer Briscoe. Nothing more. Unfortunately, it’s been a slow day here. Our meeting ended early; the taskforce wanted to inform their home offices. What’s up with you?”
“Lots. I think I found Adam’s delivery vehicle washed ashore on Aliso Beach. It’s coming in hot to your marina. Ensign Dover, Coast Guard, is towing it in by hovercraft. Notify the harbor master to keep it isolated from all life and other boats by at least a fifteen-foot clearance.”
Her voice shrieked, “Oh my God, Briscoe, you found it? Are you sure of this?”
Pleased by her softening formality, he replied, “I’d stake my life on it. In fact I think I just did.”
“Wh-what do you mean?”
“I put myself in a very hot zone before I realized it. Walked through the boat inspecting it. But only for a moment or two. Other than that I feel fine.”
Her voice changed to that of a concerned mother. “Briscoe, get your ass into our lab right now. Do not stop, do not pass go; I mean it. I’ll have an agent waiting to examine you. From what you’ve told me, you could be in real danger.”
He laughed and replied, “Yes, mom. I’ll be driving. I’m still here on Aliso Beach so give me forty minutes.”
“It will take me at least that long to get your news into the system.” She paused, “But how did you know?”
“Dumb luck, I guess. The boat just drifted, belly up, into my sight at my favorite stop. I had already given four tickets and I looked out at the ocean before I left. I saw it half-mile offshore washing in with the tide. A hunch kept me there until it beached itself. The Coast Guard did the rest”
“That’s an amazing story. Let’s hope your hunch was right. I’ll call our marina and give them a heads-up. Ensign Dover, right?”
“Yes, Ensign John Dover. Very sharp, competent fellow. He doesn’t know anything about the story, though, so he’ll have questions. Better clue his station commander in.”
“Yes, I’ve already thought of adding the coast guard and navy to our team. This is a good chance to do just that.”
“You’re gonna need a bigger room though,” he said chuckling.
Laughing back, she said, “Quit talking and get your butt in here. I’ve gotta go. This case just changed directions.”
He clicked off, radioed Dispatch that he was driving again, and headed off toward the crime lab.
* * *
“I’ve found him, the grim reaper,” Keller said into the phone.
Poole, on another line with the O.C. Sheriff’s marina, had placed them on hold to answer Deputy Keller’s beep-in. Those were his first words.
“My God, this must be my lucky day,” Poole exclaimed. “It’s feast or famine here with the news.”
After a short pause, Keller questioned, “How do you mean Lieutenant?”
“Nothing all day, then BAM, two breakthroughs in thirty minutes.”
“Oh? What’s the other one?”
“Officer Briscoe just called in a report that he found the boat used to launch Adam. It’s on its way to your salvage marina. Boiling hot.”
“Wow, that is great news, Lieutenant. With that information and mine, we may be able to finally identify our perp.”
“What about yours? Where did you find him?”
“In San Juan Capistrano at the Starbucks on Ortega. He popped up minutes after Briscoe parked and slipped the envelope through the cracked window on the cruiser’s passenger door, just as Briscoe suspected. He was dressed to resemble the grim reaper and I swear, when he turned toward the camera, I felt I was staring into the eyes of Hannibal Lecter from Silence of the Lambs. Spooky.”
A shiver ran up Poole’s spine. “Deputy Keller, can you bring us that tape? Or a copy?”
“I’m copying it onto a flash drive right now. I’ll bring it in as soon as I can. Shouldn’t be longer than an hour, depending on traffic.”
“See you then,” Poole said, clicking in the other call.
“I’m sorry, that was a deputy with some breaking news on this case. Now where was I?”
* * *
Completing the call five minutes later, she had warned the harbor staff to steer clear of the salvaged boat coming in behind the hovercraft. It reeked of toxic waste, she had said. It must be placed away from everything; consider it in quarantine. The ruse worked. It gave her more time to research the case without releasing sensitive data, possibly causing widespread panic. She planned to send Keller to supervise the quarantine when he returned. He already knew the case and could continue her deception.

CHELATION

2.21.1
He arrived at the crime lab’s front desk as the wall clock ticked five. Nodding at the workers passing by, leaving for the day, he asked the duty officer to page Lieutenant Poole for him. Instead, she told him to go on up. Poole was waiting.
At the third floor landing, Poole waited for him to arrive. She had timed it perfectly based on his ETA. Today, rather than leading him back to the SID Lab, she was taking him to another room. NUCLEAR FORENSICS LAB greeted him at the door.
“You okay,” she asked.
“I’m fine,” he replied, “a little hungry and bruised up, but I’m basically fine.”
Opening the door to the lab, she asked, “How did you get bruises?”
“Slipped in the boat and fell out. Fortunately, the sand broke my fall, but I hit a lot of fiberglass on my way down. Ate a lot of sand.”
“Sorry.” She withheld a chuckle at his clumsiness and called out for Dr. Charles Gruber, M.D., Ph.D., the Lab’s newest forensic scientist, specializing in anything nuclear.
Waiting for him, Briscoe scanned the room’s instrumentation and saw devices much different from those in the SID Lab. One in particular appeared to be a large cylinder on its side with lots of knobs, meters, and warning signs. It stretched down half the length of the room. The metal sign on its panel read MASS SPECTROMETER. On the wall, over it, hung Gruber’s shingles and awards. The largest of them was from the Los Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico. The award was for Distinguished Fellow. He smiled, thinking he too was a pretty distinguished fellow. Under that, two university sheepskins, both from Texas Tech University stated his specialties. The first, from the Medical School there, read Medical Doctor, Nuclear Medicine. The second, from the School of Science and Engineering, announced Ph. D. in Nuclear Physics. He was a double-doc, an individual who obviously loved learning--and school.
He wished he had just one to hang on his office wall. After high school, his college plans were cut short when his parents divorced; he had joined the Navy instead. Eventually, as a master diver/trainer at the Point Mugu Naval Air Station, he had fourteen degreed divers and a mini-sub pilot under his command. His sheepskin was a DD-214 proudly displayed at his workplace: an Honorable Discharge Certificate. It turned out well.
Gruber interrupted his wanderings, entering the room in a white lab coat, a thick red pen clipped to his coat pocket. His wire-rimmed glasses riding the tip of his nose completed Briscoe’s image of a distinguished fellow. He suspected there was a cigar in hiding somewhere, waiting to be puffed.
“Greetings, folks, what’s up?” Gruber said.
Briscoe stood.
“Dr. Gruber,” Poole said, “this is Officer Briscoe with the California Highway Patrol. He’s had an unfortunate run-in with some high radiation in the past few hours. It’s a very sensitive situation, so we have to run it in-house. I told him you would check him out.” Completing her promise, she excused herself and returned to her lab.
Gruber studied him for seconds, then pulled up two stools, offered one to Briscoe and sat on the other in front of him, being careful to keep a safe distance away. Slipping on latex gloves, Gruber placed his hands around Briscoe’s throat, felt his lymph nodes then looked through an ophthalmoscope at his eyes. He backed off, said “Hmm,” and reached into a cabinet bringing out a medical scintillation counter. Different from the ones Briscoe had seen before, it still had similar features: a long thick chrome probe, a meter with a red section at the top of the scale, an alarm light, and a coiled rubber cable running from the probe to the master unit. The main difference, he quickly noticed, was this one was designed for use in high oxygen content environments. It was tightly sealed to keep a stable internal gas inside, probably nitrogen.
He switched on the unit, then began probing around and over Briscoe’s body. Readings were stable, but high, as it moved over his torso. He frowned as he probed further. Briscoe watched him probing over his chest; at one localized point over his sternum, it went crazy, flashing and needle-pegging.
He dropped the probe and moved in close, searching through his glasses for the source. He pulled up his latex gloves, then picked an almost invisible crumb-like object from Briscoe’s uniform’s pocket flap. “What’s that,” he asked.
Briscoe stared for seconds, then smiled as he recognized the object. “Oh, that must be a crumb from the powdered sugar donut I ate on the beach. It was dry, but good.”
Quickly, he dropped the crumb, not more than an eight of an inch across, onto a nearby pad of gauze and carefully placed it on the small exam table in front of them. Briscoe watched curiously, almost laughing at the gravity of his examination. After all, it was just a donut crumb.
The scintillation counter again alarmed, flashing red lights, as he waved the wand over the crumb. He pulled open another drawer and grabbed a cotton-tipped swab.
“Here, swab the inside of your mouth with this, cheeks, tongue, teeth, and all. Do it now,” he ordered.
Worried, Briscoe obeyed and handed the swab back.
The counter alarmed as before when he probed the swab.
“Hold up your hands, palms toward me, please,” he ordered next.
Again, the unit alarmed as the probe passed over his fingertips.
He frowned, sat back in his chair.
Several moments in thought, he said, “This is not good news. You’ve ingested a highly radioactive isotope, possibly uranium, plutonium, yttrium or strontium. There are others, too, but those are the most likely. Do you have any idea which it might be?”
“But how did I get it? Where did I get it?”
“That’s what I want you to tell me. Think back. Have you been around a radioactive source lately? Power plant? Research Lab? Anything like that?”
“Are you aware of the Adam taskforce, Dr. Gruber”
“Of course. It’s nuclear. It’s my bailiwick. Lieutenant Poole keeps me abreast; the threat worries me greatly.”
Closing his eyes, he remembered back. “I was recovering what I thought to be Adam’s delivery vessel, a capsized Sea Ray. After it was dragged onshore and righted, I stepped into the hull to examine it. When I turned on the Geiger counter, it scared me with its alarms and flashing lights. I panicked, jumped from the boat onto the sand and backed off until the instrument went quiet.”
“And how far away was that? When it silenced?”
“About fifteen feet.”
“Hmm.” Gruber made notes and continued, “You must have handled something. Your hands are very radioactive. What did you touch?”
“There was a large round depression in the floor of the boat. It looked like a heavy cylinder was dropped there. I remember feeling the depth of the hole. It was a half-inch deep. Then I activated the Geiger counter, panicked, and jumped out.”
“That’s where you picked up the isotope. My guess is you then went back to your cruiser and ate a donut without washing your hands, right?”
“Um… that’s correct. I did.” He held out hands and stared at them, feeling an indefinable fear. He was used to dealing with visible dangers but this danger was different: it carried no warning signs. He was growing nauseous.
“Let me be blunt, Officer Briscoe, when you ate that donut, contaminated by your hands, you consumed a very toxic dose of at least one deadly isotope. It is entering your system as we speak. And it will stay there irradiating every organ in your body until it decays to nothingness.”
He gulped, loudly, unsteadily, and asked, “How long will that take? I mean to decay?”
“If, as the Adam threat indicates, the radiation if from a thermonuclear weapon, the isotope is probably Plutonium 239. That has a half-life of slightly over twenty-four thousand years.
“What will happen to me? Will I die?” What will Barb say? How do I tell the kids?
Assuring him, Gruber put his hand on his knee, squeezed it, then stood and walked to a large drawer at the side of the room. “No, not yet. Not if I can help it.” Rummaging through the drawer he added, “I’m going to put you on a strong regimen of chelating agents. These drugs will rid your system of any heavy metal you’ve taken in, and no, they won’t rid your memory of AC/DC, Metallica or Judas Priest, if that’s what you’re thinking,” he paused, snickering at himself, then continued “but they will speed your elimination of any radioactive isotope you’ve swallowed or inhaled.”
At Gruber’s explanation, he sighed with measured relief. He had been given a reprieve from his newly imagined demise, writhing in pain, glowing brightly, while a malignant radiation ate through his body, one organ at a time. He shook his head, shedding the horrendous image from his mind.
Gruber finally found and removed a small orange box from the drawer. Briscoe saw it appeared to have a red-circled arm and hammer logo on its side. That’s just normal baking soda, he thought. Then Gruber placed it on the counter, opened the box, and removed two measured teaspoons, stirring them briskly into a small beaker of tap water.
Speaking from across the room, he motioned to the nearby hand sink and said, “Now, before you take this chelator I want you to wash your hands and face thoroughly with soap, rinse your mouth with tap water and then gargle first and drink this.”
The water was cold, the soap medicinal, but Briscoe lathered his hands for minutes, rubbing then together until they warmed. He bent down, sucked a mouthful of water from the faucet, swished it in his mouth, then spat it out. He imagined himself getting better.
“Good. Now gargle and drink this. Bottoms up.”
It tasted of salt and flat sparkling water. His face distorted as he swallowed.
“That’s nasty. Is that baking soda? Tastes like it?”
“Yes, and I want you to take five more cocktails like that today. Spaced two hours apart. It’s an excellent over-the-counter chelator. Just mix a teaspoon of baking soda to one cup of water, stir rapidly until it dissolves and drink it up. Simple.”
“Anything else I can do?” It was getting late and he wanted to leave for home. Adam’s threat had become personal; he was contaminated. He needed a long cleansing shower.
Gruber took a small plastic specimen cup from the overhead shelf and handed it to him. “Yes. Go two doors down the hallway toward the stairs. On the left, you’ll find the men’s room. Fill this to the line and bring it back. I’m going to use my new million dollar toy, there, courtesy of our DHS, to measure how much of the isotope is in your body,” he said, pointing to the mass spectrometer. “They’ve been concerned something like this would happen.” He looked back to the exam table, the donut flake still there, and said, “That piece of contaminated donut should identify it.”
Moments later, he returned with the full cup and handed it over. Gruber took it and handed him back a full brown pill bottle. Squinting, in need of reading glasses, he tried to focus on the label.
TAKE ONE TABLET BY MOUTH ONCE PER DAY FOR 30 DAYS.
NAC 500MG TAB QTY 30 EXP DATE 02/21/2017

“What’s NAC?” he asked.
“N-Acetyl-Cysteine, another powerful chelator. It’s a harmless amino acid but mixed with the NaHCO3 in baking soda, pulls heavy metal isotopes, screaming and kicking, out of your system. They should clear you up shortly, but I’ll need to run another urinalysis in four weeks.”
“If we’re still here,” Briscoe said, obliquely. Looking one month into the future was difficult for him knowing pi day was only twenty-two days out. He stuffed the pills in his pocket and readied himself to leave.
Gruber stopped him. “One more thing, Officer Briscoe.”
“Sure, go ahead.” His face flushed, expecting more bad news.
“Can you estimate the diameter of that indentation in the boat’s deck? You said you felt it.”
“About twenty inches or so. Why?”
“I have a reference book with details of all nuclear warheads in existence. Your information may aid me in identifying a specific warhead, if there is one, and from that, the fissionable element inside.”
“Um-hmm.”
“Sorry, not to make light of your condition, but I also have to view this from a forensics angle. We need to determine what did this to you.”
“Of course. I understand. Good luck… and will you please tell Lieutenant Poole I needed to get home.” Closing the door, he looked back, exhausted and said, “Going home now for a long shower and a hot meal.”
“Goodbye officer. Take care.”

WINDFALL

2.22.0
Poole spent much of the night studying the video, yet the meeting started on time, as usual. In a larger mirrored interview room, still in the SID Lab, nine uniformed and civilian members assembled around the large table. In the air, heavy with grave matters, they discussed everything from the deciphered clues and newly discovered information to their picks for the upcoming March Madness games. Briscoe, again, was conspicuous by his absence.
New to the taskforce roster were representatives Captain Edgar Bell from the U.S. Navy, Commander Roger Norton, NWS Seal Beach and Ensign John Dover, U.S. Coast Guard Station, Laguna Beach. Dr. Charles Gruber, MD, Ph.D. O.C. Nuclear Forensics Lab, was also in attendance at Poole’s invitation.
Across the narrow end of the room hung a seventy-inch flat screen television, normally used for replaying crime scene videos and viewing training documentaries. Today it was a remote-viewing, time-traveling window into the SJC Starbucks’ parking area; a victimless crime scene, but one of telling importance.
She motioned to Keller to start the video. The room lights dimmed. The screen flashed brightly. The wide screen transported them there. They were looking down onto the street from a vantage point just under the Starbuck’s sign. Taken by a newly upgraded HD security camera, it showed a black-and-white CHP cruiser pulling into a parallel parking space behind a red-curbed hydrant space near the entrance of the store. A uniformed traffic officer reached across the car’s cabin, rolled down the passenger window a few inches, then did the same for the driver’s window, exited the car, locking it, and went inside.
Other than time-clock digits ticking up rapidly in the screen’s upper right corner, the view appeared frozen. Two minutes and thirty-two seconds passed; a black compact had idled by, one customer had entered the store, and two had exited balancing steaming white-and-green cups in drink carriers. Then, from the left side of the screen, a black Prius slowly pulled up beside the hydrant, behind the cruiser, and stopped.
Riveted to the scene, taskforce members shuffled their chairs, leaning forward to better view the unfolding visual.
The Prius’ door flew open; a hunched-over individual in a black hoodie shuffled out to the curb and up to the cruiser’s passenger door. Black cane in one hand, plastic baggie in the other, the figure emptied the baggie through the cracked window, crouched over, turned toward the camera and returned to the Prius. All within twelve seconds on the advancing time clock. The last frames of the video showed the Prius pulling from the space and driving off down Ortega.
Before Keller could switch the lights on, Gruber exclaimed, “I know him! I know that person. Go back and freeze the image where he turns toward the camera.”
Amid gasps and whispers from the team, Keller backed up the video and stopped; a cloaked face was barely visible as he turned back to the Prius. Unmistakably resembling Hannibal Lecter, he was missing the face grill. His lightly-tinted aviator glasses though, viewed from above, provided the same effect.
“Yes, that’s him. He’s a nuclear physicist, like me. I–I’ve seen his photograph in my journals. He won a Nobel Prize. H-his name is Simon something.” He raced through his speech, stuttering, stammering, and paused. “I can’t remember his last name.”
At the head of the table, Poole quietly opened her laptop, brought up a Google search screen and keyed in SIMON NOBEL PRIZE PHYSICIST. The results screen, listing nearly a million entries, told the story. Two Nobel laureates named Simon, one from Switzerland, the other, an American, filled the results. “His last name is Fogner,” she said, then remembering, stopped. Making a subconscious connection, she grabbed her scribbled-up evidence copy, looked at the byline, and saw it: From Gin Nose. All the letters were there, anagrammed to Simon Fogner.
‘It’s all here. He’s our man.” Reading from the Google page, she scanned the first few listed search results.
About 956,000 results (0.25 seconds)

The Nobel Prize in Physics 1995 — Nobelprize.org
www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/physics/laureates/1995/ v Nobel Prize v
The Nobel Prize in Physics 1995 was awarded to Simon Fogner "for his decisive
contributions to reducing safety risks in the purification of aerogels…

Climategate: Simon Fogner Global Warming Scandal Heats Up
www.LAhotnews.com/…/simon-fogner-global-warming-scandal…
Mar 14, 2010 — Today Los Angeles’ Ethical Scientists Against Global Warming issued their annual
Pi-In-The-Face Award to Nobel laureate Simon Fogner for his part in falsifying climate…

Nobel laureate Simon Fogner’s Wife Divorces on Fifth Anniversary of Pi-In-…
www.DanaPointReporter.com/…/simon-fogners-wife-divorces…
Mar 14, 2015 — Five years after his receipt of the ESAGW Pi-In-The-Face Award, Simon Fogner’s
wife of twenty five years, Jennifer, divorced him in the Superior Court of Orange County…

Shaking her head at the amazing goldmine of information, she hit the PRINT button, sending the Google page to a nearby laser printer, and excused herself momentarily to make copies. “I can’t say it better than this. I’ll return shortly with copies for everyone.”
* * *
Gruber’s revelation had broken the case wide open. Every loose end was tying up. She had all her questions answered but one: where? Now she needed to find Fogner, interrogate him, and locate and disarm Adam, not a simple task. Soon she would have to move her command to the Pacific Ocean. That’s why she asked the seafaring forces to her meeting. Twenty-one days seemed a reasonable amount of time to find and disarm the bomb, but there was absolutely no room for error. Although she knew searching the ocean floor for an object the size of a coffee table could take weeks or even months, she had selected the best experts in the area to up her odds.
DHS Agent Lashawn Gibbs was messaging on her cell phone, as were most of the other team members, when she returned with a short stack of papers. Passing them around the table she said, “While I was out, I took the opportunity to alert our Sheriff’s Office of our discovery. I faxed them a copy of this, too. Sheriff Victor is assembling his SWAT team for a visit to Fogner’s residence in Dana Point. Not his normal team, but the Special Response Team your agency supported with the Lenco BEAR, a few years back, Agent Gibbs.” She knew their BEAR, an acronym for their Ballistic Engineered Armored Response vehicle, could carry fifteen personnel and withstand direct attack from machine guns and assault rifles, but was powerless against nuclear attack: it would vaporize in microseconds.
Gibbs looked up from her phone and smiled. “This is what we anticipated would eventually happen. You can’t stop a war on society with a BB gun.”
Nodding to Gibbs, she continued, “Thank you. Unfortunately, it has come to pass.”
Returning to her chair, she glanced around the table, noticing many of her new team were lost in the details. The new evidence confused them without the background leading up to this point.
“Okay folks, I see that I’m remiss in not bringing you new military members up to speed on this case. You will be given a dossier on the proceedings of our meetings before you leave today. Right now, you need to know we suspect this person, Fogner, has planted a bomb offshore of the Los Angeles’ coast. Not just any bomb, but a thermonuclear warhead. According to his threat, it’s set to explode March fourteenth, pi day of this year.” She held up a copy of the new Google search page. “Up until now, we’ve been at a loss as to why he picked that day for his threat. It appears from this information, he has a score to settle, and pi day is the perfect day for his revenge.” Her voice trailed off. “He’s become a raving psycho maniac.”
Ensign Dover, Coast Guard Station Laguna Beach, motioned for attention.
“Yes, Ensign?”
“John Dover, Laguna Beach Coast Guard,” he said. “Am I to assume the radioactive boat I towed from Aliso Beach yesterday belongs to Fogner. Briscoe wouldn’t tell me… and I’m beginning to see why. This is a very dire situation.”
“Yes, we believe it does. But Briscoe didn’t know of Fogner’s existence yesterday; we had not yet indentified him. Our cursory inspection of the boat showed the HIN and CF number had been scraped from the hull, illegally of course. Its intense radioactivity limited our investigation to five minutes before our dosimeters alarmed. Then we checked with the DMV and they do show a blue-on-white Sea Ray registered to a Fogner, but there are no direct ties to the boat you recovered. We like to assume it’s his boat; I’d hate to think there are two radioactive crazies wandering around out there.”
Commander Norton, Naval Weapons Station, Seal Beach, following the conversation, interrupted. “So this boat is radioactive because Fogner used it to drop a nuclear warhead into the Pacific. Right? Where and what kind of warhead?” He stared at Poole, smiled and said, “I have a feeling we’re going to be tasked to find and neutralize it.”
Before she could answer, Gruber spoke, “The warhead appears to be a modified W-88. I know that from my analysis of the radioactive debris Officer Briscoe wore into my lab last night. He had fallen in the boat and later rubbed his hands over a suspicious depression, picking up numerous isotopes on his clothing and hands. I found Pu 239, Li 6, Deuterium. and Tritium on his hands, body and in his urine. Those isotopes coupled with his estimation of a hull-depression diameter at twenty inches and depth of a half-inch tells me I’m looking for an eight-to nine-hundred pound, twenty-inch diameter warhead. I looked it up in the Federal Nuclear Warhead Registry and bingo, the W-88 popped up.”
“What’s the yield of the W-88?” Norton asked.
“A half megaton or so, plus any modifications he made. Compare that to the twenty-kiloton Fat Man that destroyed Nagasaki in 1945 and you get the picture. It will be twenty-five times more destructive. Los Angeles will cease to exist as will much of southern California. I estimate a one-to two-hundred foot wall of radioactive seawater will wash over us seconds after the explosion. There will be no survivors.” He cast his eyes down, looking at his notes. Then energized again, he added, “Now, as to what you’ll be looking for? A two-foot diameter truncated cone roughly six feet in length. About the size of a human body lying on the ocean floor in a one-thousand square mile area. Or, if we’re unlucky, stuck nose down on the silt and mud. Then it would be only a few feet tall, like a chopped tree trunk.”
She sat listening to the incomprehensible interchange, fiddling with her notes, arranging the papers on the table into neat stacks, looking at her chipped fingernail. Not something she wanted to hear at all, she began to imagine evacuation. Evacuation of the entire population of southern California. How will that happen? Surely, Gibbs and her DHS would have a plan for that.
“--find a needle in a hay stack while we’re at it, Lieutenant Poole?”
She flinched at her name, pulled back to the stark reality of Norton’s words. “I’m sorry. I’m just having a little trouble wrapping my mind around all this,” she said. Flashing her attention to Lashawn Gibbs, she asked, “Is your agency in Washington prepared for this? How is our Homeland Security going to handle it, Agent Gibbs.” Her change in tone was evident to everyone, even herself. “Are they going to send support for our ominous situation?”
Gibbs shrugged her shoulders. “Only if you ask for help, Lieutenant. They try not to chase phantom threats around the country until there’s a well-defined risk. Do you have that? Everything looks circumstantial to me right now.”

SANCTUARY SWAT

2.22.1
Thirty miles south, a lumbering Black Bear, carrying twelve armed swat officers, wearing puffy blue hazmat suits over thick black Kevlar vests and helmets, turned off Ocean Drive onto the empty driveway of the aging Victorian house on the hill. The breathing tanks on their backs made the trip more crowded and uncomfortable.
Squatting in readiness, the team waited for the word. Then it came, the doors slammed open, officers ran quickly, quietly, up to the house and surrounded it, covering every door and ground-floor window, their assault rifles pointed inward.
At the front door, the burly team leader, Deputy Geoffrey Stilson, banged his fist several times and shouted, “Simon Fogner? Open the door! Sheriff’s department. Come out with your hands up.”
Nothing. No movement through the door’s side windows, no opening of the door. No sounds. Nothing. Only an occasional crashing of a wave, far to the rear of the house.
“Battering ram!” he ordered. It hit with explosive force, sending doors, glass, and splintered wood flying inwards.
Rushing through the opening, the team scrambled into the entry hall and on into the darkened spaces, sweeping their M4s across rooms, lit by windows and barrel-mounted lights, while another group rushed up the stairway into the upstairs rooms. Strains of a Vivaldi concerto echoed down the hallway from the rear of the house. Then the music stopped; a woman yelled, “Music room clear!” One-by-one, voices continued, announcing, “Clear!”
* * *
With the team reassembled in the entrance, a radio voice announced, “All clear.” Its members had swept the house for Fogner and other occupants and found it empty of life.
Deputy Gene Keller, also wearing a blue hazmat suit, waited alone in the BEAR for the signal. He grabbed the Geiger counter and rushed up the sidewalk into the entry hall, encountering a group that looked to him to be a Smurf flash mob. Stifling a chuckle, he nodded at Stilson, took a hand-drawn map of the house from him, and activated the counter. Slowly, cautiously, he began to roam the structure, holding the Geiger counter out, probing, as the team waited for the results of his survey.
In areas that flashed the alarm and buzzed, he yelled, “Hot!” and marked an X on the map. Even though the background level in the house was much higher than he expected, portions of it still triggered the counter, alarming lethal radiation levels.
Minutes later, he returned, white-faced. “I’ve been in nuclear reactors less radioactive than this house. I suggest we follow through with our inspection as quickly as possible. Check your dosimeters for the little green light on top. If it turns red and beeps, get the hell out; you’ve exceeded your limit.” He handed the map covered with Xs over to the commander and pointed to the larger kitchen X. “I think we should start here. There’s a hotbed of activity in there. Must have been his hangout.”
“Stand down and wait here,” Stilson commanded. “Brown, Loger, follow me.”
* * *
Entering the darkened kitchen, Keller flipped on the lights. He saw it was messy, a bloodied butcher knife and dirty dishes in the sink, a hardened salami slice on the floor below a table, covered with cigarette ashes, an overflowing ashtray and a burned out cigarette laying over a scorched burn. An empty glass sat by it. The nearby wall, a vertical pincushion, was covered with pin holes. Small tears of newspaper hung from some, but nothing readable. “Check the trash for newspapers,” he said. “We may find what once covered this wall.”
“We’re on it,” said Stilson. He and crew dumped wastebaskets on the floor leaving nothing but a few dust particles. “Empty here, deputy.”
Keller photographed the room while scanning for radioactivity. It buzzed with radiation, especially the table and pincushion wall. He opened the hutch cabinet and stared at the bottle of Plymouth gin for seconds. It was red hot, half-empty and smeared with brown and yellow streaks. He looked back at the empty glass by the ashes and thought, Gin Nose.
“Nothing much here,” he said. “I’m surprised he didn’t burn the house down, though. Careless drinker. Let’s try the music room. That was overly hot, too.”
As the thin sounds of cellos vibrated the phonograph needle, Summer whispered on without amplification. Keller walked to the turntable and noticed it was on “Auto”; he pushed the “Replay” button and watched the arm move to the beginning groove of the LP and drop in. The violins of Spring began whispering, accurately trilling the birds of the season.
Probing the Geiger counter over the turntable, he noticed it alarmed strongly. Nearby LPs, standing in vertical slots, showed similar levels. Standing in the last slot, to the far right, was a small manual, titled SHAZAM: Explaining the algorithms. His camera flashed on it, lying on the countertop by the turntable where he placed it. Not aware of anything named Shazam, he thought it of enough interest to photograph it. Had it been radioactively cool, he would simply take it into evidence. Rather than taking it, with its radiation dangers, back into a civilian world, he could use its photograph to find the manual on the web and order it. Sounded safe to him. Quickly, he placed the Vivaldi’s Four Seasons LP and its slipcover, front and back, on the countertop and individually photographed them. Not knowing why, he sensed a link to the case. Their high radioactivity enforced that sense.
* * *
Finished taking prints from the piano, Stilson with Brown and Loger at his side, approached him and asked, “Our dosimeters were green. Now they’re green, blinking red. What does that mean?”
Keller looked back at the entrance foyer and noticed some team members nervously looking down at their pockets. Their dosimeters were edging to alarm as was his. “It means we have to evacuate. Now!” Stilson and team trailing far behind, Keller passed through the foyer, off the porch and out onto the lawn before stopping.
“Check the back,” Stilson said to his team.
They sped stealthily around the house into the back yard and stopped with rifles drawn, scanning the maze, tennis court and topiary for movement. A few of them ventured forth into the landscaping features, yelled “Clear,” and then returned. They were drawing zip, nada; Keller knew there must be something else. Then he spotted the trail leading off down a hill from the rear of the yard. He motioned to Stilson in that direction as he walked onward. Soon he came upon the elevator cage, its lift at the bottom. There was no button to bring it up, so he stood, thinking, looking down through the shaft, then over the sand and out to the boathouse. He noticed no fresh footprints in the sand, but then Fogner could have covered them behind him as he walked.
He imagined Fogner fleeing and making the trip down upon their arrival. Could he be down there? They couldn’t leave without confirmation either way. There was no way to traverse the steep fifty-foot cliff without rappelling but they were not equipped for that. They would have to drive down the coast to the nearest beach, then travel back several miles over the sand, and finally reach the boathouse he could throw a rock at and almost hit.
Frustrated, he conferred with Stilson. Near the DOWN button was an EMERGENCY STOP switch. He toggled the switch to STOP, preventing the elevator’s return, then radioed the Coast Guard to check the boathouse, the only one for miles on the Dana Point coastline. Giving its street location on Ocean Drive, he warned that hazmat gear must be worn by everyone entering the boathouse.
* * *
A small white speedboat, with a blue U.S. Coast Guard banner down it side, red and blue lights flashing on its flying bridge, appeared over the horizon forty minutes later. It crossed toward them and slowly drifted up to the boathouse. He could see several yellow-suited individuals jump from the boat onto the boathouse deck. Then after temporarily mooring it, they disappeared into the single-story structure. Keller keyed his radio, “Everyone all right down there?”
“10-4. There’s nobody here. No boat either. We brought our San Onofre special with us and this place is blazing with radioactivity. Thanks for the heads up on the hazmat suits. Other than that it’s all clear down here.”
“Hey, thanks guys. The elevator is stuck at the bottom and we left our parachutes back at the office.”
He could hear the laughter echoing, rising from the beach, before they radioed back, “No problem. Should have called for a helicopter, but those guys were having lunch. We’re glad we could help. That’s what we’re here for.”
* * *
Watching them untie and head back north, he sighed, turned to Stilson and slapped him on the back. “We’re done here. Good effort from your men. Let’s go home.”
Stilson nodded thanks and motioned for his team to head back to the BEAR and load up for the trip home. They disappeared within seconds.
As he stepped into the BEAR, moments after the last SWAT member loaded, Stilson poked his head out, looked at Keller and asked, “What?”
“What do you mean, ‘What?’?”
Stilson cocked his head, “I thought I heard you laughing.”
“No, not me,” he said, “must have been from that Coast Guard boat. Sound carries really far on the ocean.”
He slid into the side bench beside Stilson and pulled the doors closed behind him. “Ready.”
Motor roaring, the BEAR backed from the driveway and headed toward home.
They were gone, but the laughter echoed on through the dense sea air. High atop his perch on the widow’s walk, Fogner looked down cackling wickedly as he watched them leave. He had escaped their grasp once again. His vengeance was in full swing.

SEARCH AREA

2.22.2
The taskforce meeting had lasted much of the day, yet the end was not in sight. Lieutenant Poole had endured peaks and valleys of emotion throughout the day, but the best was still to come.
With Adam’s suspected identity revealed, a W-88 thermonuclear warhead no larger than an elongated 55-gallon oil drum, the three military officers from the nearby Navy and Coast Guard stations balked. There was too little information to start a search. They needed more: defined search parameters, geographic boundaries, restrained public visibility of their forces, hours of search operation, potential release areas, probable depth of release, and so on. Also, many of their subs were on sensitive peacekeeping missions around the world; pulling them back could seriously endanger world peace.
They reminded Poole that if they were to call them in, there would be submarine conning towers popping up all over the waters off the L.A. coast, that she should have cover stories for them if they were sighted.
The subject of narrowing the search area eventually arose. Citing the continuing search for the crashed Malaysian Airlines Flight MH-370, still missing after two years, as an example, the Naval spokesman, Commander Norton, said that a similar search would be just as futile without more details.
The conversation continued, irritating her. She knew she could provide information to narrow the search, but she had trouble putting it into words. She decided to try anyway, attempting to move off dead center. Carefully measuring her words, she started, “Well, we know that Fogner lives in Dana Point. He probably stores his boat there, too. Let’s assume that. Our SWAT team should confirm that information shortly.”
She stood, moved to a whiteboard on the side wall, and, with a black marker, drew a coarse outline of the coastline near Dana Point, placing an X over it. She then took another marker and scribed a large blue arc around the X, from shoreline to shoreline, out into the imagined ocean west of the city. “Now let’s say this is a map of the area surrounding Fogner’s location. I’ve drawn a search radius from there of, say, ten miles; a distance he would probably stay within for maximum impact, unless he went further up the coast. I doubt he would do that with a Sea Ray; it’s a rough trip even with a much larger vessel.”
Out to the side of her primitive map, she wrote the equation:
A = ½ * pi * R2
R=10 miles.
pi=3.14…

“That equation approximates our search area. Its area, A, is one-half the search radius squared times pi. Ten times ten times 3.14 yields 314 square miles. Half of that is 157 square miles. That’s your search area, gentlemen.”
Under her breath, Gibbs muttered, “There’s that damn pi again.” Nobody laughed.
Understanding the math, and finally grasping her assumed variables, Norton sighed, relenting to her persistence. He penciled a few numbers on a pad and replied, “According to my figures, if we search a five-square-mile area each day, which is really humping it for something that small, we’ll have the entire area mapped in 31.4 days. It will be akin to searching for a toothpick in a national forest.”
“Not acceptable, Commander. In nineteen days, we’ll all be dust.”
“Okay, then,” Norton said, pulling his phone from his pocket. “We have a crack civilian-contractor, ocean-survey team that we use on occasion when our forces are occupied elsewhere. It’s up the coast a ways, just north of Monterey. They have an Alvin-class mini-sub and a pilot that can find anything. He’s honestly as good as they get.” Chuckling, he admitted, “He received his training with us but we let him get away, four years later. He was the best the Navy had. Now we pay his company ten times more to use his services. His name’s Matt Cross.”
He paged through his cell phone contacts and found him. “There he is. Works at the Mid-Bay Ocean Research Corporation, just outside of Moss Landing. I’ll get our people to notify him and bring him down. Of course, we’ll have to bring his sub, the Canyon Glider, down too. For some reason he’ll only use that submersible, like it’s an extension of his body. Maybe it is. They’re quite a team.”
He cocked his head and said, “There’s only one small problem; his wife’s a newshound reporter for a local TV station up there. If she gets word of our operation it’ll be all over the news.”
Gibbs asked, “Can he be trusted to keep it quiet?” She knew that before she left D.C., the DHS had admonished her that, under no circumstances should she allow the gravity of the threat to leak to the press. They feared a country-wide panic, possibly worse than the threat itself.
Norton nodded. “Yes I believe he can. We’ve put him in similar situations before, where outing an exercise or operative could have very deadly consequences, and he sailed through them with flying colors. Remember he’s ex-Navy.”
* * *
He had the team’s attention now; they were taking notes. “He won’t have to survey the entire area; he has ways, known only to him, of sniffing things out like an underwater bloodhound. God only knows how he does it, but he can perform miracles… and we need that here.” He paused and continued, “We’ll still need to shrink the search area, though. Asking him to search an area that size is almost planning for failure. Hell, my Navy can’t do it in nineteen-days time; it would take almost that long to redirect and reposition our forces,”
“I’ve got an idea,” said Dover, interrupting the seemingly hopeless interchange. “Can we revisit the salvaged Sea Ray? Is it still in your marina? I saw a waterlogged GPS on the helm’s dash. It could hold waypoints of Fogner’s trip.” It was a long shot, knowing that electronics and salt water don’t mix, but it was better than anything they had so far.
She evaluated his proposition at some length, then summarized her doubts. “How can we do that? That boat’s so hot we can only spend minutes aboard before we reach saturation. Remember: radiation is additive. The dosage doesn’t restart each day, but accumulates over hours, days, and weeks. We’ll have to have a rotating crew for the inspection.”
Dover retorted, “We’ll do a grab-and-go. I’ll can get a few radiation suits from the San Onofre plant. Since its decommissioning, there are several NBC, or Bunny, suits standing idle. My friend there, the one that supplied us with the San Onofre special, has offered them for our use in nuclear emergencies. They cost over two-thousand dollars apiece; makes it difficult to justify for our inventory. It’s just a loan. They won’t mind.”
With little else to go on, she examined her options and found none. Her map on the wall showed it all. He did have a valid point about the GPS post-mortem; what could it hurt if they had the proper protection for an extended de-installation. It could yield invaluable information about the bomb’s whereabouts.
“Okay, Ensign, do it. I’ll find a volunteer deputy or two and have them ready by tomorrow. When can you get these ‘Bunny’ suits?”
“I’m released to your command until this nightmare is over. I’ll get two suits on my way home tonight and be at the salvage harbor, wearing one, at eight a.m. tomorrow. My specialty is marine electronics so I’ll head the operation… if you don’t mind.”
Pleased that anyone would throw a lifesaver her way, feeling she was sinking below the water line, she accepted his offer. “Sure, Ensign, that would be great.”
“I’m in, too,” Strong said, raising his hand. “I’m an electrical engineer, familiar with the design and firmware in most GPS units. Recovering positional data also happens to be one of my specialties, especially if it’s encrypted. I’m pretty sure I can help. Okay, Ensign?”
She smiled, referred to Dover for his consent, and waited.
“Sure, Agent Strong. Why not? I’d be glad to have you on board. See you at eight?”
“You bet. Do you have a map how to get there?”
“I’ll draw you one. Hold a minute.”
Dover scribbled on a small pad, tore off the page, and handed it to him. “Well, I gotta go, folks. Got a hot date tonight.” He rose to leave the room then looked back at Poole. “Meeting tomorrow?”
“I think not, Ensign. You’ll be out with Agent Strong most of the day, and we’re locked up until you report back in. We’ll take tomorrow off and meet here on Wednesday, same time. Don’t be surprised, though, if I show up at the marina. Yours and Keller’s SWAT report are pivotal elements in this case right now. Anybody else have a comment or question before we close up for the day?”
Silence.
“No? Then have a great day off tomorrow, you deserve it, and if you need anything, call Sheriff Victor; I keep him abreast of everything by email, encrypted of course.” Quietly the taskforce filed from the room leaving her alone in silence.
Drawing a deep breath, she exhaled, shuffled the papers together on the table, and closed her laptop. The time was approaching six o’clock and she was drained. At least things were moving again, she thought. Unproductive days were not in her vocabulary. She knew that if she failed in her task, there would be no reprimand, no bad grade, no demotion, just ten million souls frying in microseconds, without warning. All on her hands. Failure was truly not an option.
As she closed the door to her lab, she decided to stop on the way home and grab a few burgers, one for her, and one for her longtime companion, Pupski. He loved hamburgers. She knew he’d be waiting with a wagging tail.

OFF DAY

2.23.0
Lined up like dominoes on a board game, boats moved with the waves, tugged at their moorings, trying to escape their salvage prison. Strong and Dover met in the large parking lot surrounding the marina. It was eight a.m. and the lot was already busy with boaters coming and going.
They examined the radiation suits, stowed in the back of Dover’s truck; everything was there, ready for use. They would don them once they identified the boat’s slip, rather than walking around in public, announcing their presence.
Together they entered the Harbormaster’s office and asked for the Sea Ray’s location. In their street clothes, they appeared to be casual boaters.
The desk sergeant asked, “Do you have IDs? If I remember right, that’s a restricted boat.”
They pulled their IDs from their pockets and handed them to him. One was a black leather wallet with Strong’s photo ID card and under it, the FBI golden shield badge; the other a military photo ID card, showing U.S. Coast Guard, Ensign John Dover.
Passing them back, the he thumbed through the logbook, looked up at them and said, “Oh, that’s the one in quarantine. It’s in the D-22 slip, fourth pier from the entrance, out at the end. It should be easy to find; it’s the only boat on the D pier, about a football field out.” He looked at the tide clock on the wall and added, “The tide’s going out so if you drop something in the water, grab it fast or it’ll be heading to Hawaii.”
“Thank you,” Dover nodded, “we’ll be out there inspecting it for an hour or so, but we’ll be wearing hazmat suits. Where can we park to be less obvious? Wearing them across the parking lot will surely raise some eyebrows.”
He looked at another logbook. “Tell you what. Walking out to the end of that pier… it’s a long pier; you’ll be on display the whole time. Let me have one of our deputies take you out in a patrol boat; there are a few docked at the north side of our building, hidden from sight. Just park in a reserved spot and tell them Reyes sent you.” He smiled, then took an incoming phone call.
Dover, with Strong following closely behind, returned to his truck. Once in, they drove around the building, found an empty reserved space, and parked. Staring out the front window, searching for a deputy on the patrol boat dock, they saw no one. A black Prius, four spaces over, loomed, its hooded driver staring over the dock through binoculars. Its license plates smeared red, hid its identity.
The rapid sharp taps on the side window surprised them. A uniformed deputy motioned to roll down the window. Through the receding glass, he said, “Deputy Johnson here. Are you the guys needing a ride out to D-22? Reyes radioed me that you were coming.”
“Yes, deputy,” said Dover, “We’re here to retrieve evidence from that boat, but we’ll need to suit up first in our CBRN suits.” He motioned to the back of the truck, “Can you wait a few minutes?”
“Sure. Catch me on the pier, I’ll be waiting.”
They exited the truck, opened the Tonneau cover and pulled out two massive, yellow CBRN suits with giant inflatable glass-front hoods. Within minutes, they walked down to the pier, resembling scientists from The Andromeda Strain. The added height of the large inflated hoods made them stand over seven feet tall. “Check your dosimeter. Make sure it’s on, and reset,” Dover said.
“These aren’t going to stand out at all,” said Strong, chuckling at Dover, lifting his legs as he walked, trying to adjust his crotch for comfort. Dover looked back at his comment. Strong was ten feet behind him, carrying the Geiger counter in one hand and a large toolbox in the other. He laughed and retorted, “Speak for yourself, cornbread doughboy.”
Johnson, waiting near the patrol boat, chuckled as he helped them, struggling awkwardly, laughing, into the patrol boat’s cabin. “I’m gonna need a bigger boat,” he said, adding to their humor.
Strong, finally finding a comfortable position, smiled and yelled through his hood, “Just get us there, deputy. This is bad enough without all the bad humor.”
The boat, loaded, pulled away from the dock, and headed south to the long piers, showing large letters on their ends. They passed Pier A, Pier B, and then Pier C. Approaching Pier D, the boat slowed and pulled left, into an empty row. Staring in disbelief at the empty slip, the deputy shouted, “Where the hell’s D-22? It’s supposed to be here. I checked it last night.” He grabbed his radio and jammed the talk button. “Reyes? Did someone authorize removal of D-22? It’s not here.”
Seconds passed. With urgency in his voice, Reyes replied, “No deputy, it’s still logged in. Should be there.”
Johnson, passing the empty slip, jammed the boat into reverse, then forward and pulled into D-22. As he reached out to throw a line over the mooring post, he noticed another line looped over it, hanging into the water. He pulled it up, examined the free end, and said, “This line’s been cut.” He looked at the other posts on D-22 and saw the same thing, more mooring ropes dangling in the water. Radioing Reyes again, he spoke rapidly, “Reyes, the boat’s been cut loose. Start a search. See if we can find it. It may have drifted out with the tide or been stolen.”
“10-4, Deputy Johnson. It’s in the works.” Johnson, pissed that it disappeared on his watch, looked at Strong and Dover, sitting patiently waiting, angry that their evidence had vanished, and offered, “I’m sorry guys. We’ll find it. Hope it wasn’t too important.”
“Well, deputy, does it look like it wasn’t too important?” Dover motioned to the suits they wore, the toolbox and the Geiger counter they carried. “Please take us back to our car so we can get back to work. We’ve wasted enough time here. I’ll radio the Coast Guard a BOLO for the Sea Ray when I get back.”
At the patrol boat dock once again, Johnson dropped them off, apologized for his loss, and headed off to search for the missing boat.
Cursing their misfortune, they waddled back to the truck, stripped off the CBRN suits, stuffed them into the truck’s bed and drove off. The black Prius, previously parked four spaces over, was gone. It was never noticed.
On the PCH, headed home, Dover said, “Wonder what happened to Lieutenant Poole. She said that she might join us. Good thing she didn’t; she’d have been pissed, too.”
Strong nodded in agreement. “Hey, let’s stop for breakfast. At least we can accomplish something today.”
A mile down the road, Dover exited off the PCH and pulled into a Denny’s.
* * *
Special Agent Lashawn Gibbs had spent much of the morning on the phone with her home office in D.C., explaining the progressing details on the Adam case. It had not been a pleasant call; they wanted more: more progress, more information, and most importantly more involvement.
She continued, speaking through her scrambled cell, “But we have a competent team now. Just the right size. You send more people down; we’ll need an auditorium for our meetings.”
The voice on the other end sounded mechanical, sluggish and distorted, normal for a scrambled conversation. “You realize, Lashawn, this is the first valid WMD threat we’ve had since the inception of our agency. The President is not happy with our lack of results. He’s demanding action.”
“Well, you just tell him to get his butt down here, put on a scuba suit, and find this thing himself. We’re working on it, trying to narrow down a hundred and twenty-seven square mile search area. And that’s making assumptions, trying to eliminate the whole damn Pacific Ocean.”
“Okay, calm down Lashawn. I understand your frustration, but we’re looking at the larger picture. With prevailing westerly winds expected for the next month or so, our computer models are predicting a half-megaton explosion a thousand-feet down, after obliterating southern California, will send a radioactive cloud several miles into the sky. Three days later, it will drift over Las Vegas, then another day to Phoenix, then Albuquerque and so on. In a week, it will hover over the Dallas-Ft. Worth area. Thirty-one million citizens killed. Some by instant death, others by slow radiation poisoning, like those poor souls in Fukushima. Not a pretty picture. You let that bomb blow and it’s all on your shoulders, Agent Gibbs. Understand?”
“Yes sir, I do. How many and what kind of support personnel are we talking about?”
“We’re considering sending you a Special Homeland Defense Battalion, trained in nuclear disaster response. We can deploy and have them at working strength in about two weeks.”
Well, that’s just great, boss. You’re shipping out some five to eight hundred soldiers to southern California, giving them less than a week to work miracles, and you expect results? Can they swim? Scuba dive? Pilot deep sea submersibles?”
“Some of them, maybe. Most are trained in special ground force operations.”
“Mercenaries?”
“Well, I wouldn’t venture that, but it is a very select group of nuclear and radiation specialists.”
“Keep them! They’ll just get in our way. Their presence here will bog us down in bureaucratic red tape until suddenly we see a flash and cease to exist, along with some thirty-one million people, as you say. Let me handle it. I know what I’m doing. I have a great team behind me and it’s going to get better in a few days.” She was referring to Commander Norton’s new hotshot DSV team: Matt Cross and his mini-sub, Canyon Glider. She preferred not to stake her life on an unknown commodity, but she trusted Norton. She felt his admission that Cross was better than his entire navy, spoke volumes.
The line went silent for moments, except the buzz of the scrambler carrier, then continued, “Are you sure, Agent Gibbs? This is highly unusual. You could lose your job if you fail.”
She laughed, “Sir, I’m afraid that’s not all I’ll lose if I fail. I’m taking that chance.”
“Okay then. I’ll report your decision up the chain and see how it fares. Don’t be surprised if you receive a call from the President; he’s following your progress very closely.”
“Yes, Sir. Expect my scheduled daily report by twenty-hundred hours EST tonight. I’ll reference this conversation. Have a good day.”
“Fine, Agent Gibbs. You too.”
* * *
She clicked off, sat thinking, staring at her phone for minutes, then speed-dialed Norton on her other, non-scrambled, cell phone.
“Norton here. Go.”
“Commander Norton, this is Agent Gibbs, DHS. Sorry to bother you. Are you busy?”
“Just talking with the Admiral of the Navy about our stance on the Adam search. Other than that, no. What do you need Agent Gibbs?” She heard chuckling in the phone’s background.
“I’m so sorry to interrupt your meeting. I just refused a nuclear response team, a battalion of soldiers, offered by my home office in deference to your superstar civilian diver. Is he coming aboard? When will that happen?”
“Well, thank God for that, Agent Gibbs. We don’t need a battalion of anything; we need a few good men. I plan to contact him early tomorrow and start him packing. We’re sending a mother ship, the R/VX Trident Tine, to bring his DSV down; we’re only looking at a few days max until he’s searching. Do not worry. He will be here, if I have to swim him down myself. He just got married a few months ago and his expenses shot up. He’s ready for some heavy funding.”
“Thank you for that, Commander. Incidentally, what is your Navy’s stance on the search? By the time that information goes up the chain and back down to me, I’ll be toast.”
“Although we can’t supply all the underwater search vessels needed for this task, we’ll provide multiple support equipment, including UUVs, AUVs and their operators. They are a strong autonomous underwater search force, small and unmanned. We control them from the Trident Tine, while we support Cross and his Canyon Glider.”
“And visibility? We don’t want to start a panic with all the offshore activity. How will you handle that?”
“Simple. There won’t be any. One large unmarked white ship lumbering over the ocean, about five miles out. A few helicopters coming and going. A small submersible launching and landing from the deck. Nothing else. Its cover story will be for undersea fiber-optic cable repair. Happens all the time. They stay out there for weeks. The media is used to them.”
She sighed, realizing the story was believable. “Okay, I’ll pass that along to home office in my report tonight. It should make at least a few of them happy.”
“Hope that helps, Agent Gibbs. Gotta sign off. The Admiral is waiting. See you tomorrow.”
“Sure, Commander. Thank you for your help. This mare’s nest may just come together after all. Take care. Goodbye.”
Alone in her barren motel room, she sighed wistfully, holding the phone in her lap, thinking of home. Her son, Todd, was having his tenth birthday today, celebrating it without her: the first birthday she had missed, but Bryan had assured her that he would make it so much fun, Todd wouldn’t miss her. She doubted that. In her mind, she watched Todd blowing out the candles and wiped her eyes.
Bryan, her husband of fifteen years, had kissed her goodbye as she boarded the plane at BWI, not knowing where she was going or when she would return. Accustomed to her spontaneous mystery trips, he took the time to bond with the kids. Beginning to weep, she missed them dearly. On normal assignments, she knew she would return to her family once they ended. This one was different; it was not normal. There was a strong chance she would not return. She had to tell them. Aware of her restrictions, including contact with family and friends, she held up the phone and began to dial. On the ninth digit she stopped, cancelled the call and began sobbing into her hands.
* * *
Deputy Keller, seated in Sherriff Victor’s office, had planned to be enjoying the day off with his wife and three kids at Disneyland, but instead had been called in shortly after eight a.m. to explain and describe the SWAT strike on Ocean Drive. Victor, sitting back in his chair, his feet on his desk, thumbed through Keller’s report and grilled him, trying to clarify the scribbled writing.
“So the music was playing when you entered?
“No, not when I entered. They had already silenced it. It was playing when they entered.”
“Was the stereo warm? Did you check? Or had it just been turned on?”
“You know Sheriff, I did not check the amplifier, but the LP was over halfway done. I remember it was playing Vivaldi’s Summer. The thunderstorm part. Near the end. I remember when I looked at the tone arm, it was closing in on the lead-out groove.”
“Now refresh my memory. How long is an LP side? I haven’t seen one in ages. Can’t remember.”
“About twenty minutes.”
“So that means Fogner was in the house fifteen or twenty minutes before your team entered?”
“No, not necessarily. The turntable was on Repeat, so it would cycle back to the beginning of the record when it reached the end.”
Victor scanned further into the report, scrutinizing each page. “What about this pincushion wall, as you call it? Tell me about it.”
“It was a wall in the kitchen, by his worktable. Highly radioactive wall. It had close to fifty tiny holes in it, probably made by pushpins or thumbtacks. Some of the holes had small tears of paper and newspaper hanging from them as if the papers were rapidly torn from the wall. ”
Sitting up, eyebrows raised, boots off the desk, Victor said, “There’s our answers!” He read a few more lines into the report. “Did you find the papers?”
“No. Nor the pushpins. Stilson and a few deputies searched the trash and found nothing. All the cans and baskets were empty.”
On an impulse, Victor reached for the phone and called his command center.
“Orange County Sheriff’s Office, Garcia here.”
“Garcia, this is Sheriff Victor. I want two deputies to search the landfill for Dana Point, Ocean Drive pickup, specifically. I want a Geiger counter or two with them. They’ll be looking for a trash bag filled with paper scraps, probably newspapers, highly radioactive. That should simplify the search. Report back to me when they’re done. Thanks.”
Victor’s eyes were back on him expecting more. “Of course, the trash could have been taken to another dump or landfill, too. Let’s hope whoever threw it out just placed it on the curb for pickup.”
Victor was tiring of the elusive information. No Fogner, no real clues, nothing. “So after reading your report I see that our SWAT effort was basically a waste of time. Did you see anything that caught your eye?”
“Yes, I took some photos of the wall, the albums in the music room and a very strange small booklet in the same rack titled Shazam. We brought nothing back because of the radioactivity, but I have some photo printouts in the Adam SWAT file. You’re welcome to go through those, too.”
“Thanks. I will.” Victor flipped through the report searching for something, then stared out the window and back to him, waiting curiously. “One last question before you go. I remember that big Ocean Drive house on the hill. Used to drive by it during my deputy patrolling days. White Victorian, if I remember correctly, right?”
“Right.”
There was this widow’s walk high on its roof; a man with binoculars often stood up there watching the ocean. Occasionally he’d wave at me. Did you check up there?”
Keller flushed white as if he’d seen a ghost. He didn’t answer.
“You knew there was a widow’s walk, right?”
Looking at his feet, he muttered, “Um, no. We missed that, I guess. Sorry.”
Victor jumped up from his chair, threw the report across the room, and yelled, “What a bunch of incompetent asses. I knew I should have gone.”
He could almost see steam spewing from Victor’s ears. “I’m really sorry for the oversight, chief. I should have known, but we were so tied up worrying about the radioactivity, it slipped by us. Those things are common on the East Coast but rare as hen’s teeth in California. I just should have known.” He paused wondering how he could correct his error. “Want me to go back up there and check again? We taped it off, padlocked all the doors. It should be safe,”
“I sure as hell am not going to send another SWAT team up there.” He checked his watch. “You still have three hours of light available. Take Deputy Higgins with you and finish your job. Make sure he’s not there. I’ll expect you back in two hours. Thirty minutes down, a half-hour searching, and thirty minutes back, with thirty minutes to spare. Don’t forget your radiation suits.”
Turning to leave, he looked back. “Got it, Sheriff. Anything else?”
“Nope. Just do your job. And do it right this time.”
* * *
Quickly, he rounded up Higgins and told him the plan. Together they pulled on two blue Smurf suits, grabbed a couple M4s and a Geiger counter from the storage cage, loaded a cruiser, and headed down to Dana Point.
Thirty-five minutes later, he pulled into the driveway on Ocean Drive. The house was quiet, exactly as he left it. Yellow tape marked with big black letters stating CRIME SCENE — DO NOT CROSS stretched across the boarded-up front door, around the ground floor of the house then rejoined itself on the porch. He sat for minutes watching for movement. Nothing. It was still, except for a few trees moving gracefully in the onshore wind. Remembering Victor’s words, he opened his window and craned his neck, looking up to the widow’s walk. He could see only a corner, but it was empty.
“You okay, Higgins?”
“Yep, locked and loaded.”
“That door is boarded up so we’ll have to enter through a window. I’ll pop it with this.” He held out the counter and continued, “You climb in first. I’ll stand watch while you enter then follow you in.” Clearing his throat, in a low voice, he said, “The lunatic that owns this house is pure evil. He might be inside but I don’t think so. Our SWAT team swept it clear yesterday. Be vigilant.”
“Copy that,” said Higgins
“Let’s do it,” he said opening his door. Rather that run straight to the front, he swerved in the driveway looking up at the widow’s walk until it came into full view. He could see through the cracks in the flooring that no one stood there. It was clear.
“Get up here, Keller! I’m going in.” Higgins shouted.
Seeing Higgins standing alone by the window panicked him. He started running trying to catch up. Panting, he arrived behind him just as Higgins kicked in the window. Glass shattered inward, scattering across the hardwood floor. Suddenly a shot rang out, echoing through the house. Higgins fell to his knees, moaning, grasped his chest, and toppled into the shrubbery.
Oh my God, he’s still in there, he thought.
Then it came; the second shot felt like a pinprick to him. Keller reached up to his forehead and drew back a bloody hand. Red fluid quickly streamed over his eyes, blurring his vision. He wasn’t sure what had happened, but he felt no pain. Then the light began to fade, darker and darker until it went black.
* * *
Two hours later, thirty minutes after their expected return, Victor began to worry. It was not like either of them to miss a deadline or at least call in a delay. He checked with Dispatch; they had heard nothing.
The radio was quiet after he called out to them. He tried again, “Keller, Higgins do you copy?”
Again silence. Jamming the talk button, he called urgently, “All units near Ocean Drive in Dana Point, please respond.”
The return, distorted, roaring, and garbled as units talked over each other, told him nothing.
He keyed the microphone, and replied, “Those units responding, please go to 1124 Ocean Drive for backup. We have two deputies on the scene that may be in trouble. Approach with caution.”
* * *
Sun setting out his office window, Victor sat waiting, praying that his men were okay. Shortly, the call came through, not what he wanted to hear, “Dispatch, Units 512 and 498, 10–23. We’ve got two deputies down. 10–79. Subject has escaped; repeat subject has escaped.”
“Shit!” he screamed. The 10–23 told him that his units were on the scene, and the 10–79 requested a coroner. He knew he had sent them to their deaths. Bowing his head in prayer, he silently began to weep.
* * *
The call came just after dinner. Dover was tidying the kitchen, pitching the plastic container from his frozen pot pie and wiping crumbs from the table. He grabbed the vibrating phone. “Dover here.” He was still chewing his last bite.
“Ensign Dover, this is Deputy Johnson at the Sheriff’s marina. We just found the Sea Ray about two miles out, still drifting westward. Good thing the tide was turning or it would have gone further.”
“Um-hmm. Did you bring it in?”
“Yeah, we’ve got it back in D-22. Chained this time. Whoever did that is going to need a cutting torch to do it again. Do you want to search it now? It’s getting dark out. We have work lights on the pier if you need them.”
“Anything different when you brought it back… besides the cut mooring lines, I mean”
“We did notice the GPS unit looked like it had been bashed in, as had the hull and deck. There were dents all over and the GPS had a cracked screen. It was hanging by its cords. Someone must have taken a hammer or baseball bat to it. The boat is a mess. Strange.”
“That son-of-a-bitch Fogner got in there and did this. He must be alive.”
“Well, do you want to come check it out?”
He considered the offer, then realized his buddy Strong was out of touch. He had no way to contact him. “No deputy, I don’t know where Strong is tonight. I think I’ll pass.” Reliving his anger at its loss, he added, “Think you can keep it there overnight so we can do it in the morning?”
“Oh, for sure. We put a motion alarm on board. If anybody steps into the cockpit, all hell will break loose. We’ll know.”
“Good. I’ll trust your security to do it right this time. I’ll contact Strong in the morning and we’ll be out there at, say, ten a.m. Okay?”
“Sure ensign, we’ll be here and so will your boat. Have a good evening.”
“Thanks for the call Deputy Johnson. Thanks for locating the boat, too.”
“You can thank your group. Your Coast Guard Station found it. Beat us to it. You guys are pretty damn good. Goodbye, see you tomorrow.”
He smiled, signed off, and grabbed a beer from the fridge. In the den, he slammed his body into the brown recliner, took the remote and switched on the television. His hometown’s Houston Rockets battled the New Orleans Hornets in the Big Easy. Houston was losing.

R/VX TRIDENT TINE

2.24.0
Unexpected, it came early waking him from a sound sleep. He reached out for the phone, then fumbled it. In an instant, he held it to his ear and muttered, “Matt Cross here.” Rubbing his eyes, he yawned and looked at the clock. It told him, as did the still darkened windows, that it was too damn early for a call.
“Mr. Matt Cross, this is Commander Norton, U.S. Navy, NWS Seal Beach.”
His schedule flashed in front of his eyes. Wondering if he’d forgotten an appointment or scheduled dive, he cautiously answered, “Yes sir. That’s me. What can I do for you?”
Cross, a six-foot athletic twenty-nine year old with blue eyes, blond hair and the features of Gerard Butler, had become a master DSV pilot at the Mid-Bay Ocean Research Corporation, a small but well respected diving contractor on the Monterey Bay coast, some three hundred miles north.
“I just got off the line with Carlos, your boss. He wasn’t happy with the hour of my call either, but he listened, as will you.”
Cross didn’t like his tone, but at least he had cleared the call with his boss before calling.
“Yes sir, go on.”
We have a severe state of emergency on one of our national coastlines. I’m not at liberty to tell you more, but we need your diving expertise--with your Canyon Glider.”
“Well, it’s not really mine, it belongs to MBORC, but we have grown together over the years. It’s become an extension of my body.”
“So I understand, Mr. Cross. That’s what we’re looking for.”
The awkward silence after Norton’s comment tweaked his curiosity. “So what exactly can I do for you, Commander?”
Lindy, his gorgeous Jennifer Lawrence-esque wife of two months, who stood 5’10” with blue eyes and streaked golden-blonde hair, began to rouse at key words in the conversation, suspecting another clandestine mission. She had experienced them before, not knowing where he was going or when he would return; she dreaded the lonely days and nights. Offsetting her loneliness, he usually pulled in big money, well exceeding her small-station TV reporter’s pay. She closed her eyes and listened.
“There is a ship, a very large ship, the R/VX Trident Tine, sitting out in the Pacific, two miles off your coast, directly over the Monterey Submarine Canyon. Out with the humpbacks. Looks like a research vessel from MBARI. It’s waiting for you and the Canyon Glider. Pull up beside her and she’ll hoist you aboard. Now get a pencil and paper and write this down. Your coordinates are 36° 47’ North, 121° 50’ West. Pack a bag or two, load them into the Canyon Glider, and meet the ship there in three hours. I have no other information, but you can tell your wife that you’ll return no later than March 15. Oh, I can also tell you that the Department of Homeland Security has authorized a payment of two million dollars to MBORC. You’re to get eighty percent of that for your successful completion of our task.”
As he mulled over the offer, Lindy poked her head out from the covers and whispered, “Do it Matt! It’s less than three weeks and the pay is phenomenal: one point six million dollars! Do it.” She jumped out of bed, grabbed Matt’s duffel bag, and started packing.
Chuckling quietly, he answered, “Yes, Commander Norton, I’ll do it, but only if Carlos approves. I’ll give him a quick call and be on my way.”
“You’re welcome to do that, Mr. Cross, but I guarantee you that he’ll have the sub waiting for you when you arrive. Take care. I’ll meet with you later today and bring you up to date. Remember, not a word about this to the media from you or your wife. Our nation is depending on you. Goodbye.”
He sat on the side of the bed, trying to absorb the conversation. It made little sense to him other than he was needed. He had been on secretive missions like this before. They usually required finding and retrieving overboard cargo crates, downed unmanned drones and missing experimental aircraft. Nothing worth two million dollars and certainly nothing involving national security.
“Who’s making coffee?” he asked.
Lindy, stuffing three weeks of shirts, pants, underwear, and socks into his bag, turned back and said, “I vote you.” She backed off, surveyed her packing, and said, “All you need to pack is shoes, your Dopp kit, and your personals.”
The coffee pot clattered, then perked, gurgling loudly. “No problem. Thanks, hon.”
Minutes later, he returned with two steaming mugs. “You know honey, as usual, this mission is very sensitive. Not to be disclosed to anybody, your family, your friends, and especially your news team. Just tell them that I’m out saving the world again, as you usually do.
“I suppose you can’t contact me either. That sucks.”
“Probably not. When I’m not underwater, I’ll probably be out at sea. Cells just don’t work out there.”
“Is it okay if I call and leave a message? You can pick it up when you’re near land,”
“Of course honey. I’d love that.”
Lindy blew across her mug then sipped the coffee. “Are you afraid? You’ve never made this much money on any of your missions. Any idea what you’ll be doing?”
“No honey, and if I did I couldn’t tell you. You know that.” He sat thinking, sipping coffee for a minute, then looked at her. “Yes, I am a little afraid of what’s coming. I just can’t think of anything I could do that would be worth two million dollars. That much money accompanies big risks. I just hope I’m up to it.”
She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “Of course you’re up to it. You’ve never failed before.” Looking tenderly into his eyes, she said, “I love you Matt Cross. You’re my world. Take care of yourself for me.” Tears welled in her eyes.
“I love you too, bear. Now stop that or you’re going to make me cry, too. It’s only three weeks. How hard could it be? I’ll be back before you know it.”
He stood, went into the bathroom for minutes, returned, and tossed his Dopp kit into his bag. Then, taking his cell phone from the dresser, he speed-dialed Carlos, his boss and owner of MBORC.
“Hello Matt. Where the hell are you? We’ve got your sub fired up and ready to drop.”
“So this is real? I’m still not sure if I’m dreaming all this. Did you get a call, too?
“Hell yes. At oh-dark-thirty this morning. Some commander called in a frenzy, needing your services. When I questioned his identity, he put me on a conference call with the Admiral of the Navy. Hell yeah, it’s real. Your reputation is obviously preceding you. Now get your ass in here and do whatever you’re supposed to do. He wouldn’t tell me, but our two-million dollar fee buys a lot of secrecy.”
“Yes, boss. I’m on my way.” He stood in the living room, like a soldier on deployment, hugging Lindy for the longest time. He never knew if he would really return, but he always played tough, assuring her he would.
He kissed her, threw the duffel bag over his shoulder, and in a flash was out the door, gone.
Lindy stood in the doorway, as always, and blew him a kiss as he drove away.
* * *
Thirty minutes had passed; he pulled into the nearly empty MBORC parking lot. The dawn lit the landscape with an eerie pink glow. The cars, he recognized, belonged to his launch team. They were all there. He smiled, unlocked the front door, and passed down the long hallway leading to the High Bay Room, the Canyon Glider’s home. It was brightly lit by blazing xenon overhead lights.
At the back of the room, he saw a small cadre of yellow-suited launch preppers moving methodically over the small submarine’s hull. The color of their suits matched its yellow perfectly. On their backs were large Canyon Glider logos, resembling the colorful NASA patches from the old Apollo missions.
The Glider’s hatch was open. A prepper poked out his head yelling instructions to another. Cross knew he was only minutes from launch. Then a one-hour trip out to the mother ship, two miles by water, would put him there an hour early. One by one, the preppers dropped off and surrounded the sub, waiting for his entry. All in a circle, they individually called out their prep duty, followed by “Ready.”
Carlos entered the High Bay, just as Cross threw his duffel bag into the cockpit. His approach brought the waiting staff to attention. “Good luck in your endeavor, Matt. Give ‘em hell, whatever it is. I’ll expect you back shortly after March 15, according to Norton. We’ll be waiting.” He shook Cross’s hand and left the High Bay. He had always considered it bad luck be present during the launch. He kept the tradition going.
He checked around the sub one last time, stepped up onto the hatch platform, and thanked his crew. Dropping into the small cockpit, he pulled the hatch closed, twirled the lock and settled into his seat. Amid clanging locks, jerks, whines and grinding winch motors the Canyon Glider slid smoothly out from the High Bay underwater port into Monterey Bay.
This was the part he loved. He straightened the horizontal rudders, pushed gently on the throttle lever and smiled as he heard the hum of the large electric motors, felt the forward motion.
Thinking through his plan, he had to first program the destination point, the location of the Trident Tine, into the GPS computer. He pulled a slip of paper from his pocket, keyed in the coordinates given him by Norton, then flipped the switch to Autopilot. The propulsion motors’ whine increased in volume and pitch, the vertical rudder drove the sub fifty feet under the surface and then leveled it out on the way to the meeting point. He knew that he was entering a popular whale migration path, that there would be humpback, orca and even blue whales randomly shooting across his path, so he kept the wide-angle sonar pointed directly ahead and his hand on the throttle, feet on the rudders, ready to pull back or steer clear before a possible collision.
His watch read seven-fifty-five a.m. He should arrive at the mother ship by nine, barring any whale mishaps. It was too damn early by his book, but the pay and mystery of his mission drove him forward, one adrenaline shot at a time.
* * *
Fifty minutes later, without incident, he heard the motors slow, felt the Glider tilt upward; he was approaching the Trident Tine. His heart raced, anticipating the docking. He reached to the surface camera switch and turned it on. The screen flared in the early morning sun. He was floating on the surface in four-foot waves, rocking and pitching as they passed by. Ahead he could see the enormous mother ship, the Trident Tine; he estimated its length at nearly a hundred yards, a football field long. It resembled an aircraft carrier but it had only a small raised platform on its aft deck; a strange double rotor helicopter was parked there. “My God,” he mumbled, “where do I load this thing?” He searched around the ship for the docking platform, usually hanging from cranes on thick visible cables, but he saw nothing. Then he noticed a uniformed figure on the deck high above waving two colored flags. It’s semaphore! He flew through his memory back to his Navy days, and started to decode the flag sequence. P — O — R — T — S — I — D — E — D — O — C — K. Amazed that he remembered so quickly and accurately, he steered the sub around to the port side and saw the suspended dock he expected should be there. He had seen pictures of them, but had never used one. As he motored slowly toward the cradling rail dock, it submerged so that he could float over it. He moved over it, between the four huge cables hanging from above, and stopped. Then it lifted slightly, locking the Canyon Glider in its rails.
Seconds later, he was airborne, watching the ship’s almost vertical white hull pass him by, as he rose to the deck. He took the opportunity to unlock the overhead hatch and throw it back. Through the opening, he looked up and watched one of the two massive cranes hovering above, lift his twenty-ton submersible. Dizzy, he looked down. Soon he felt a bump, a shaking in the cockpit, signaling his arrival on deck. Before he could release his harness, a head popped through the open hatch, looking in.
“Welcome aboard, Mr. Cross. How was your trip? Short and sweet I hope.”
He squinted up into the light, his eyes still adjusting, and saw a uniformed man peering in. His hand was out, offering assistance. He could see four gold stripes on the sleeve. Only a Naval officer, a Captain, would wear them.
“Thank you, Captain. My trip was uneventful, as usual. That is, until I arrived here. I couldn’t find the floating dock. I knew there had to be one. Then I read the semaphore message and it brought me right in. Thanks for that.” He grasped the hand and rose from the cockpit into the morning sunlight. It felt warm, refreshing to him, countering the cool sea air.
“Good. We took a chance that you knew the flag code. Grab your gear and follow me.”
He slung the duffel bag over his shoulder, climbed from the Glider and followed the uniformed man, wearing a sparkling white coat and pants with razor-sharp seams, across the spacious deck. His shoes reflected the passing deck features like mirrors.
There were several two-man bathyspheres, hard diving suits, and reels of long breathing hoses to the side of their path. He wanted to stop and examine them, but the captain sped onward to a stairwell, surrounded by a small shelter.
“We go down here.”
Double stepping behind him to keep up, he followed the captain down the stairs into a long hallway. Armored lights hung from the ceiling at regular intervals, lighting their way.
“There’s the head, if you feel the need,” said the captain, pointing to a passing room.
“No, I’m okay. Thank you anyway.”
They moved on, passing a long row of closed doors until the captain stopped and ushered him into an open door. It was the mess hall. It smelled of coffee, eggs, frying bacon, and pancakes. It was what he wanted to see. He had spent the last half-hour of his trip listening to his stomach growl.
The Captain led him past tables of uniformed men, eating breakfast, to the serving line. He grabbed the tray offered him, and shuffled down the long row of steaming food pans. They looked surprisingly good. He ordered one of everything until his plate was full, then filled a coffee mug and followed the captain to a private table, off to the side of the room.
Before sitting, the captain said, “I’m Captain Tim Broward, commander of this ship. You’ll be seeing a lot of me in the next few weeks, so get used to my face. My crew says that I’m a grisly bear on the outside and a teddy bear on the inside. I’ll let you be the judge of that. Sit.”
Cross nodded, smiled and ate. It was the best shipboard meal he’d tasted in a long time, and that included his four-year stint aboard Naval ships of all kinds and sizes.
As they finished their plates, he stretched and yawned. “I can get used to this. You run a tight ship here, Captain.”
“Well don’t get too used to it. Your trip is just starting,” said Broward.
“Wh-what do you mean sir?”
“Did you see the aircraft on our aft landing pad?”
“The helicopter? Twin rotor?”
“No, it’s an Osprey V22A tilt-rotor VTOL. Takes off and lands like a helicopter, but once it’s in the air the rotors tilt forward and it becomes a twin turboprop. Forward speed up to three-hundred knots. Should get you to your final destination in a little over an hour.”
He shook his head. “Boy, the Navy’s really changed since I served, apparently for the better.”
“Yes, Matt, if I may call you that, you’ll see quite a few advances in our air and sea technologies. This ship is one, designed to support all kinds of submersibles: bathyspheres, mini-subs, UUVs and even UAVs. We also carry a few hard-shell diving suits for those difficult-to-reach places. Most of our equipment is passive, unarmed. We let the fighting ships take care of that end of the business.”
“Yes, please call me Matt; I’m used to that.” He sipped his coffee. “So where am I going next?”
“You’ll be taken three-hundred miles south to the Seal Beach Naval Weapons Station, near Los Angeles. That’s all I can tell you. We’ll follow you down. Be there tomorrow morning, anchored off the coast, about five miles out. Then, I guess, we’re all going to search for something pretty important. That’s all I know.”
He downed his last sip of coffee, pondering his unknown mission. Funny that a Navy Captain had not yet been informed of the search task.
“So, when do I leave?”
“They’re warming the engines now. Are you ready?”
“Yep, as ready as I’ll be.”
“Grab your kit bag and follow me.”
Walking toward the stern and the helipad, they passed rows of small submersibles ranging from three to sixteen feet in length, all resting in locked cradles on the open deck. Broward stopped and pointed them out in passing, “Those are our submersible search vessels: ROVs, UUVs and AUVs. We deploy them when needed. The long yellow ones are Bluefin-21 AUVs, the shorter multicolor UUVs are the Remus 600 series drones and the boxy ones are ROVs from various subcontractors. The ROVs and UUVs are mostly tethered, controlled from our SCC, submersible control center; the UAVs are preprogrammed for a task, similar to a torpedo, but they don’t explode or self destruct. They simply do an assigned task without human control and return. But they can be externally controlled if needed; aborting missions, returning them to base, etcetera.”
He cocked his head. “I’m not sure why you need me with all those drones. I’m sure they can run circles around me.”
“But they don’t think, Matt. You do. Your human perception and real-time decisions can leave them stuck on the reefs like the drones they are.”
* * *
In the distance, the twin wingtip rotors on the Osprey began to rotate, the whine of the turbines changed, signaling departure time. Their leisurely pace across the deck changed to a run. Hopping over ropes, hatch covers and deck latches, Cross raced up the ramp to the helipad. The Captain saluted him from the deck; he looked smaller now, surrounded by large gooseneck pipes, flared vents, and tethered reels of cabling. Cross returned the salute and climbed the stairs. The Osprey was huge, over fifty feet in length with a thirty-eight wingspan. The prop wash from the idling rotors fought him up the stairs. He leaned forward struggling to stand as he neared the door.
“Bag sir?” The crewmember reached out, hefted the duffel bag into the cabin, and grabbed his hand pulling him in.
“Thank you, officer, I’m still stiff from the ride in,” Cross said.
He sat in a narrow jump seat, one of twenty-four lining the sides of the cavernous interior, buckled his harness and sat back.
“How’d you come in? Live around here?” the crewman asked, pulling the stairs, slamming and locking the door.
“Drove a DSV. Docked on the ship’s floating rail dock. Came from a few miles east in Marina. I live there.”
“You live in a marina? Now that’s true dedication.”
“No, in Marina, a small city just north of Monterey. I live in a house, like everyone else,” said Cross smiling.
“Oh. Well I live on this ship. I guess that leaves me out.” The crewman chuckled.
“Where’s your home port?” asked Cross.
“We dock in San Diego, Naval Base San Diego. We’re one of fifty-three ships that call it home. Big place. Thirty-thousand employees on base. It’s the home port of the entire U.S. Pacific Fleet.”
“So you travel with the ship.”
“Always.”
Rotors roaring upward, the Osprey shook violently lifting from the pad. Cross darted his attention to the crewman, watching for signs of distress; instead he leaned over and pointed down to the Trident Tine, shrinking below them. That’s our home port. Unless we’re flying a mission, then the pad stands empty, until we get visitors.”
“Oh, what kind of visitors?” asked Cross, still staring out. The ship below began to drift off to the north as the rotors rotated to horizontal, driving them forward.
“Well, I’m not usually there since they use our pad, but I hear mostly pompous black-suited men from the D.C. area. They seem to lose a lot of crap under the ocean from up there; we’re always looking for their screw-ups. It’s all on the Q.T.”
Laughing, Cross asked, “Think this is another one of those incidents?”
“Nah. This one is different. We’ve never had a visiting DSV pilot before. You must be something really special. I mean we’ve got thirty-odd UUVs, AUVs, and ROV’s aboard, and they’re all pretty good.”
“No it’s not me, it’s Gilda. She’s got moves like nothing else.”
“Ooh, she sounds exciting. Do I get to meet her?”
“Only if you dive with me. Gilda’s my nickname for the mini-sub. She’s on the deck of your ship right now. I piloted her in early this morning, about sunrise. Her real name is the Canyon Glider, but Gilda evolved from an accidental misspelling long ago.”
“Anyway, do you know what we’ll be searching for this time?” asked the crewman.
“No idea, other that it’s very sensitive and hush-hush. I guess I’ll find out when I get wherever I’m going.”
* * *
Out of the corner of his eye, Cross saw the pilot motion through the open cockpit door. Pointing forward, he said, “I think the pilot needs you. I see him looking your way.”
“Oh yeah, he probably wants coffee or something. Would you like a cup?”
“No. Thanks anyway. I just had a fine breakfast in your mess hall. What a cook.”
“Good, wasn’t it? We love Cookie. He keeps us healthy and full.” The pilot was still motioning. “Good talking to you. We’ll soon be landing, better fasten your seatbelt.” He turned and walked through the cockpit door, closing it behind him.
Out the small window by his jump seat, he watched the majestic cliffs and lighthouse of Point Concepcion pass below, then the Channel Islands, smears of green on a deep blue background. He was nearing the Point Mugu NAS, once his home as a young Naval DSV pilot. He had learned the ins and outs of diving and mini-subs there, exploring the ocean floor almost every day. He was coming back; he wondered how it had changed. Then he was out over the ocean again and suddenly back over land. The claw shape of the Long Beach harbor told him he was nearing Seal Beach.
Startling him, the intercom blasted, “This is your pilot, Lieutenant Bill Harper speaking. Please tighten your harness, Mr. Cross; we land in three minutes.” He had never heard a personal seat belt announcement before; it sounded strange.
The rotors began to pivot to vertical. He felt a braking force, shifting him sideways in his seat. The ground was coming up at an alarming speed even though he estimated his height at a thousand feet. Then the turbines roared, the rotors flared, dropping his descent rate to an comfortable speed. He eased back in his seat awaiting the bump. He had ridden in many helicopters to and from his DSV, but the Osprey was a different animal. He had no idea what to expect.
Dust flying around him, he could see rows of large metal buildings without doors. The landing was smooth; there was no bump. He scanned his surroundings, a barren open field. Outside, on the tarmac, a Navy fleet car awaited him. As the rotors slowed, the crewman left the cockpit and opened the door, dropping the stairs to the ground.
“Here’s your stop, sir.” The crewman handed him his bag as he started out the door. “Enjoy Seal Beach. See you later.”
Cross nodded, descended the steps, and tossed his kit bag into the open trunk. The driver slammed it; they entered the black sedan together. Sitting there, across from him, three gold stripes on his uniform sleeve, scrambled eggs on his wheel cap, a distinguished gentleman, reminding him of an older Top-Gun’s Tom Cruise, waited.
The Osprey’s turbines whined loudly, lifting it slowly from the tarmac.
“You must be Commander Norton. Pleased to meet you. I’m Matt Cross.” He held out his hand, shouting over the roaring rotors.
Returning the gesture, the commander raised his voice and replied, “That I am, Mr. Cross. Thank you for coming on such short notice. We’re on our way to the Adam taskforce meeting in Santa Ana. You’ll learn more there.” He covered his ears briefly, then pointed upward toward the receding aircraft.
Understanding that details were still being withheld, he eagerly awaited the meeting, learning of his mysterious mission.
On the trip to Santa Ana, Norton sat quietly writing in a notebook. Occasionally looking up and then back to the paper, he wrote more.
“Is your Naval Weapons Station involved in this operation?” he asked casually.
“No. I’m just one of the Naval liaisons, as are you, now. My home base is Seal Beach.” Norton looked back at his writing and continued.
* * *
Shortly, the black sedan pulled onto North Flower Street and into a loading space in front of the Crime Lab.
“Here we are,” Norton said.
“The Orange County Crime Lab?” he asked reading the big metallic letters on the wall.
“Yes, it’s been my home office for quite a few days now. Home of the Adam taskforce, too. Follow me. Leave your duffel bag in the trunk.”
After passing the front desk, he trailed steps behind Norton through the lobby, up the stairs, onto the third floor landing, and down the long hallway into the S.I.D. Lab. Breathing heavily, he looked around, catching his breath. “Do you always go that fast, Commander?”
Winking, Norton said, “Only when I know where I’m going.”
At the rear of the lab, filled with equipment foreign to him, Cross saw a table; a khaki uniformed woman sat at its head.
On the way back, Norton motioned toward it. That’s our taskforce leader, Lieutenant Sherry Poole with the Orange County’s Sheriff’s Office.”
“Oh, is this a civil matter?” he asked, again questioning his involvement.
“You’ll soon see.”

THE THIRD FLOOR

2.24.1
They all rose as he entered, introducing themselves. I’m going to need a list of names, he thought. Almost on cue, Poole handed him a sheet of paper, “I’ve compiled a list of your teammates’ names and phone numbers. You’re on there, too.”
“Thank you for the roster, Lieutenant, I think I’m gonna need it. This is a big group.”
“It’s been bigger.” She smiled and offered him the seat next to her.
“That was Keller’s seat, but it’s yours now,” she said.
Then nodding to Norton, she commented, “Excellent timing Commander Norton, your punctuality is to be commended. Thank you for getting him here by our late start time. Now let’s get moving’”
He joked back, “Well I had to get our star marine sleuth here on time, and that was no easy task.”
“Yeah,” Cross said, smiling. “I traveled in two boats, a weird plane, and two automobiles getting here. I feel like I should be in southern Florida by now.”
A laugh arose around the table as members took their seats. Their acceptance comforted him.
Once the team sat, Poole looked around and somberly spoke, “I hope you all enjoyed your day off yesterday. Unfortunately, a few of our team did not. Strong and Dover found one of our pieces of evidence, the Sea Ray, cut loose from its moorings. The Coast Guard found it later drifting miles off the coast. It’s GPS had been damaged, obviously trying to cover something. We don’t know who did that but we suspect Fogner. Then Deputy Keller and another deputy, Higgins, returned to Fogner’s house after the SWAT attack. Both were fatally shot. Ambushed. We believe that was also Fogner, but we don’t know, the shooter escaped. Let us all bow our heads in silence for a moment, remembering Deputy Keller. He was a good man. Added tremendously to our group. He will be missed. His processional funeral is scheduled three days from now.”
Cross dropped his head and closed his eyes, wondering how that happened to Keller. And who was Fogner? He was sitting in Keller’s chair. Was it jinxed?
* * *
Poole finally started the meeting, reminding the group of Cross’s capabilities. Norton had created quite an impression for him: they felt like they already knew him.
She continued on, “Today, Ensign Dover and Agent Strong are back at our salvage marina trying to extract data from that GPS, and Briscoe from what I hear is in the hospital, checking out a few radiation side effects. Hope he’s okay. Captain Bell has returned to his ship, leaving Commander Norton as the Navy’s sole representative. Agent Strong and Special Investigator Combs are bowing out, now that the cipher is complete. I want to personally thank them for their help. Without it, the page I’m about to hand out would still be gibberish.”
Cross alerted at her introduction; he recognized a name from long ago. “Briscoe? I once knew a Briscoe. Is he Navy?”
“No, Mr. Cross, he’s a California Highway Patrol traffic officer. He found the threat. The evidence I’m about to hand out is the decoded version of that threat, inserted through his cruiser window at a coffee stop.”
Taking a short stack of papers from her briefcase, she passed them around. Cross received a thick folder with his page. The page everyone received was the deciphered poem, completed yesterday by KryptoKnight at Quantico.
It read:
Atomic Pie

Thermonuclear Destructions,
Across into around.
Pastoral ides,
Less one day tops.

Ocean boils,
Off the coast.
End times now
And bodies will roast.

Heed my warning,
The coast is toast.
And I picked when
I jest you not.

— Simon Fogner.

Cross took the sheet and stared at the strange poem, ignoring the others for minutes, furrowing his brow, reading something he could never have imagined. Suddenly he felt fear. An inner, shaking fear. Like nothing he had ever experienced before. He wanted to call Lindy and tell her he might not be coming back.
“Mr. Cross? Mr. Cross?” In his mind, he couldn’t process her question. “Are you all right?”
He dropped the page onto the table and stared back at her. “Is this what I’m supposed to find? An armed thermonuclear weapon? On the ocean floor?”
“In a nutshell, yes, Mr. Cross. The poem’s creator, Simon Fogner, named the bomb Adam. It’s a W-88 nuclear warhead.”
“Where?”
“Somewhere out in the Pacific Ocean.”
He put his hand to his forehead, shaking his head. “I just don’t know. What are the lines in the first paragraph referring to: ‘Across into around’ and ‘Pastoral ides’?” Is that a date? It says ‘less one day tops.’”
“Pi day. March 14.”
He jerked back, looked at the date window on his watch, and said, “Holy hell. That’s only nineteen days out. Not enough time.”
“Well Mr. Cross, we have no options on time,” said Poole.
“What makes you think this threat is real? Do you have any proof of the threat other than this poem?”
“Yes, it’s all in your folder, but to catch you up to date, everything associated with this case is extremely radioactive. I mean Fukushima, China-Syndrome-reactor, radioactive. Deadly. A CHP officer is in the hospital because he stood in the suspected delivery boat. Our SWAT team had to wave off an inspection of Fogner’s house because their dosimeters alarmed life-threatening radiation after five minutes. Deputies Keller and Higgins died because of that. Yes, it’s very real.”
Cross surveyed his team’s expressions. They all nodded yes, including Norton.
“Okay, it’s real. Can we narrow the search field?” asked Cross. “Without some constraints, we’re looking for one specific grain of sand on a large beach. And we’re doing it all underwater.” He imagined living aboard the Canyon Glider, never surfacing, growing old in the tiny shell of a submarine, fighting cobwebs from the controls. He closed his eyes and shook it off.
“We’re trying, but so far we’ve only run into dead ends. Using some simple assumptions, we can narrow the field down to about a hundred-and-twenty square miles, but that’s all. We’re assuming a ten mile radius from Dana Point, where he lives. There’s a boathouse there where he probably docked his boat. It’s also very hot with radiation.”
“Um-hmm. Anything else?” asked Cross.
“Everything he touches is radioactive. He must be very ill, dying from radiation poisoning. He’s a Nobel prize winning physicist, harboring a deadly grudge against his peers and society for defaming his character. It’s all in your folder. I suggest you study it. You’ll see a manic psychopath at work. A mad genius: evil personified.”
A shiver ran up his spine, leaving him cold. He excused himself from the meeting and found the bathroom just in time to throw up.
* * *
Two more chairs were filled when he returned. Strong and Dover sat expressionless, relating their story.
“It was vandalized beyond recognition. The fiberglass hull and decking were bashed in by a heavy object, probably a sledgehammer. Its GPS unit was in pieces, dangling on wires from the dashboard. We did manage to get the model number and manufacturer’s name from a sliver of hanging metal, though. We also found shards of the circuit board and brought them back, hopefully with the memory chips intact, but other than that, it was a total waste of time. We’re surprised it still floated.” Dover reached into his pocket, pulled out a dull gray lump of metal, the size of a dinner roll, and offered it to Poole. “Here’s the evidence.”
“What is that?” she asked, hesitating, but reaching out for it.
“The GPS circuitry wrapped in lead foil. If it’s radioactive, the foil will shield it. Give it to your electronics forensics group. See if they can pull anything from the chips. Hopefully some data is in there, too. Don’t know if it will help or not, but we tried.”
Taking the object, she handled it with two fingers and carefully placed on a sidewall shelf. “Thanks guys. We’ll leave no stone unturned, so to speak, in our seemingly impossible task.”
Disappointed, Cross watched. “It that our search limiter in that foil? Is that all we’ve got?”
“Yes, but we’ve got more prospects. A team of deputies is searching a county landfill east of Dana Point, looking for paper scraps from his house. Keller suspected that they might carry information about Fogner’s plans. They had been pinned all over a wall, like a bulletin board.”
“A bag of paper scraps in a county landfill?” he asked. “That’s probably harder to find than the bomb.”
“Not when it’s hot with radiation, Mr. Cross. We have half the Geiger counters in Orange County out with them right now. They’ll know when they’re within ten feet of the bag. Still not an easy search, you’re right.”
“Yeah, too bad we can’t do that with the warhead. Even if it’s glowing hot, spewing out all sorts of radiation, the water will shield it past two or three meters away. I won’t find it unless I’m sitting on top of it.”
He squinted, looking across the room at nothing, thinking. “What about this Fogner guy? Think he’s still alive?”
“We’ve had an APB out on him for days. Him and his Prius. Of course, everyone’s driving a Prius these days, so he blends in. A few of our patrol officers are even carrying scintillation counters with them, hoping to get an alarm on a passing car. Nothing yet.”
She paused, then turned to Norton. “So what are your search plans, Commander? Have you discussed them with Mr. Cross?”
Shifting in his seat, glancing at Cross, he answered, “No Lieutenant, we haven’t had time. I’ll take him back with me to Seal Beach this evening. Get him a room in the VOQ, the Visiting Officer Quarters, for the night. We’ll talk over dinner, then catch the Osprey back to the ship when it arrives tomorrow. I plan to caucus with Mr. Cross and Captain Broward in the morning. There’s a big ocean out there and not much time. We have to start the search immediately.” He knew from his previous chats with Broward, that a search scenario around Los Angeles was almost hopeless. Even though he didn’t know what they would be looking for, he was very pessimistic based on the populated location. They had been assigned searches for large objects: satellites, downed spy planes and even nuclear submarines, but those were far out at sea, without civilian intervention. Now they were facing the California Maritime laws, restriction after restriction, overseen by Greenpeace and a multitude of harbor patrol ships. Only the Coast Guard knew of Adam, and they weren’t talking.
Preparing for the mission, based on the elevated-level homeland alert just days earlier, Broward had researched the area and found that cable repair ships were fairly commonplace off the L.A. coast. Major fiber-optic transcontinental submarine cables started there and ran across the ocean floor to China, Japan, and South Korea. They were always being interrupted or broken by fault systems, marine growth, or submarines. He liked that idea for a cover. If his ship were discovered, his story would be that they were repairing the CHUS cable, the China-U.S. Cable Network, over thirty-thousand kilometers long and very prone to outages.
“When will you be coming back ashore?” she asked, looking between Cross and Norton.
“Realistically? When we find Adam and disarm or dispose of him. However that happens.”
* * *
She sat back, spinning her pencil on the table, and said, “Well, our taskforce is dwindling; we’ve solved many puzzles up to this point. Now it appears our tasks are moving offshore for the duration. Commander, how many passengers will the Osprey carry?”
“Twenty-four fully outfitted troops. It’s a troop carrier, mostly,” said Norton.
Cross nodded in agreement; he had spent much of his trip examining the rows of uncomfortable jump seats. They reminded him of his mini-sub’s two seats, small, hard and efficient.
“We have a heliport on top of our building. Think it could land there in a pinch?”
“What normally lands there? What aircraft do you use?”
“Usually a Bell 430, but we have a lot of other aircraft using it too.”
“Hmm,” he said. “The Osprey has a thirty-thousand pound liftoff weight versus the Bell’s ten-thousand pounds. The slightly larger size is not a big problem but the prop wash from it will be three times more powerful lifting off and landing. Think your heliport can handle that?”
“I’ll have to ask. I was thinking you might stop by and pick a few of us up for a short ocean cruise.” Winking after her comment, she chuckled.
“Well, that would be fine with me, Lieutenant. The Trident Tine is a huge ship. I’m not sure how Captain Broward will handle it, though, but at least you can be frustrated with the rest of us as we search. Good idea. If we can’t land it on your rooftop heliport, you can always travel down to our Seal Beach heliport and board it there. It’s not a far drive; we just did it in thirty minutes.”
“I’ll consider that, too.”
Agent Gibbs interrupted, smiling. “I think I may need to oversee the operation, too. Count me in.”
Norton, seeing the trend, asked around the table, “What about you Ensign Dover? Agent Strong? Maybe we should have our nuclear physicist, Dr. Gruber and Officer Briscoe, too, if only for a familiarization tour. They’ll be able to see the results of their efforts.”
Those addressed, smiled, and nodded. Strong added, “I think I’ll delay my trip back to D.C. by a few days. It’ll be more comforting to see our work in action.”
“Done!” Poole slapped her hand on the table. “I’ll ask Briscoe and Gruber. You check with the Captain and if he approves it, we’ll meet your Osprey somewhere. I’ll let you know in a few hours. Okay?” For the first time since she commanded the group, she was happy, genuinely happy. The slight curl of her lips showed it.
Surprised by her acceptance, Norton said, “Sure. The more the merrier, so they say. Except there’s nothing to be merry about when you have less than three weeks to live.”
“On that note,” she said, “I call this meeting to an end. Time for a break. The purpose of our taskforce has been to assess the threat, find it, and squelch it. In a way, we’re now moving on to the second phase. Loose ends we’ve left from phase one are Fogner’s whereabouts and his yet unfound paper trail. Those are progressing in the background at an acceptable rate, so far. I have the team roster, as do all of you. I’ll call you this evening with details on our field trip. I expect we’ll return tomorrow night, so pack lightly.” Standing, she added, “Remember, this is a highly sensitive project. Not a word to anyone. We don’t want to start a panic.”
Leaving the Crime Lab, the group’s spirit was brighter. They walked to their cars and drove off, leaving Norton and Cross waiting for the Navy car. From the side parking lot, the driver saw them and pulled up front.
“Everything okay, gentlemen?” the driver asked, opening the doors.
“Went fine, ensign,” Norton answered.
“Where to now?”
“Back to Seal Beach. The O Club. Hungry, Mr. Cross?”
“A little, but I could sure use a drink.”
* * *
In the Officer’s Club, at the Seal Beach NWS, the Commander treated Cross to drinks and dinner. He had been on his cell most of the evening talking to Broward, Poole and the VOQ. When he had asked Broward permission to bring the Adam team aboard, he was told, “Of course, you fool, how the hell else am I going to learn about our mission?” It was the Broward he remembered.
Poole’s call went much better. She had secured a landing spot at the nearby sixteen-hundred-acre MCAS Tustin, closed years earlier to make room for a gigantic city park; its runway, a two-thousand-foot diameter landing pad, was used for landing wartime blimps during WWII. Now fenced from the public, it was still usable. She pulled rank and had it opened for her use. The team would meet there around eight a.m. to board the Osprey. It was only a short drive from the Crime Lab; a brief diversion from their normal morning drive. A quick call back to Broward scheduled the Osprey’s pickups. It would leave the Trident Tine’s deck at oh-seven-hundred hours.
Finishing dessert, ready to leave, Norton dropped his credit card over the check. He pulled his phone, glanced at Cross, and dialed the VOQ.
“Sorry sir, we are full tonight. No rooms available,” he heard.
“Who am I speaking with?”
“CPO Smith, sir.”
“Well Smith, I have a Vice Admiral here with me needing a room for tonight. Admiral Cross, CIA. He’ll be really disappointed if you can’t find him a room. Are the rooms all filled with three-star Admirals?” He winked at Cross, waiting for the answer.
“No sir, of course not.”
“Well then, bump someone dammit. We’ll be there shortly after he changes from his uniform. He’s traveling under cover.”
“Yes, sir! I’ll make it happen.”
“Thank you soldier, I’ll mention your cooperation to your superior.”
Switching off, he smiled. “A little disinformation never hurts anyone. Come on, let’s get you to your quarters.”
Ten minutes later at the VOQ, Norton, assured that Cross had been assigned a room, bid him goodnight, scheduled a seven-thirty meeting at the nearby helipad and left for home.

ASEA

2.25.0
The Osprey loaded them in Seal Beach and turned north toward MCAS Tustin, heading for the Adam taskforce pickup. The old base below showed two immense hangars visible out the windows; a large circular tarmac pad separated them. They were hovering several thousand feet up, dropping quickly.
“Holy hell,” said Cross, peering below, “what are those buildings below us. They’re gigantic.”
Norton smiled. “They’re hangars. They once housed blimps, dirigibles, during World War II. Each one housed six to seven blimps at a time. The structures are said to be the largest wooden buildings on earth, six acres in area, and twenty stories tall. The round tarmac area between them is our landing pad. Once used to lunch and land blimps, it’s almost a half-mile across. See that small group off to the side by the parked cars? That’s our team.”
Edging closer to the window, Cross marveled at the sight. He had heard of the huge hangars before but never imagined they would be so overwhelming. From the Osprey’s height, members of the team were still unrecognizable, but he saw a few hats and uniforms that he already knew. The campaign hat, worn by a uniformed CHP officer, surprised him.
“Please tighten your harnesses for landing,” announced Harper. “Welcome to Marine Corps Air Station Tustin, home of the largest hangars in the world.”
* * *
With the rotors spinning to a stop, the door now open, the team filed up the stairs into the cabin. Lt. Poole, then Dover, then Strong, then Gibbs boarded, nodded as they entered, and filled the jump seats around him. Then another face he didn’t recognize, he assumed was Gruber, and finally a uniformed figure wearing the CHP campaign hat. He knew the face! It was him, the Briscoe he knew from long ago.
“Chief Briscoe!” he shouted over the whining turbines.
The look on Briscoe’s face was indescribable. He stared at Cross, squinting his eyes. “Matthew Cross, is that you?”
He stood, dropping his duffel bag off his lap, and hugged Briscoe. The team sat watching, smiles growing. “What are you doing here, you young whipper-snapper? Are you still in the Navy?”
“No, I got out right after Point Mugu. I couldn’t take the regimentation any longer.”
“Aww, was I too tough on you?” said Briscoe, snickering.
“Well, maybe. That and the Navy wanted to put me in a desk job to diversify my talents.”
“So really, why are you here, Matt?”
“The Navy chose me and my mini-sub to lead the search for Adam. I just flew down from up north, by Monterey.”
“Where’s your sub?”
“They’re bringing it down on the ship we’re headed for.”
“Damn, boy! You’re that good?” Briscoe beamed, “So I must have taught you well. I had a hunch you were going far.”
Blushing, Cross said, “Here, sit by me. We’re lifting off,” offering the adjacent seat. “Let’s talk.”
“No, Matt I can’t. I’m still radioactive. Best to stay a few feet away until the drugs I’m on dump the isotopes from my system.”
“Well, it’s so great to see you again, Mica,” Cross said. “I’m glad you’re on the team. I can always use a co-pilot for my sub. I never thought I’d see the chance to have the master himself working with me.”
Briscoe smiled, said, “Um-hmm,” and sat in a rear jump seat.
* * *
Ten minutes passed before the intercom crackled, “Folks, we’re approaching the Trident Tine. Five miles offshore of Dana Point. Please check your harnesses in preparation for landing. If you’re prone to vertigo, don’t look down, it’s a small landing pad.”
The landing was smooth, smoother than their police helicopter’s landings. The door flew open, the stairs dropped at the crewman’s touch. “Watch your step. It’s a long way down.”
Single file, they met Broward at the bottom of the stairs. Jovial, joking, and courteous, he eagerly awaited their information. He had imagined strange scenarios involving lost Russian submarines, downed spy satellites, and even alien spaceship crashes, but he never imagined what he was minutes from hearing.
The group assembled in a large wood-paneled wardroom on the second deck, down the hallway from the mess hall. Aromas of breakfast cooking drifted through the room, drawing their attention from him.
He could hear stomachs growling, rumbling as he spoke. “Welcome to the R/VS Trident Tine, the largest and finest search vessel in our Navy’s fleet. We’ve been called out on your request, Lieutenant Poole, but I haven’t the slightest idea why. Now would you please tell me why the hell I’m out here with over one-hundred-fifty sailors picking our noses waiting for instructions?”
She wanted to scream back, but remained calm. She knew tensions were running high, expecting the worst, but hoping for the best.
She passed him a thick folder, marked ADAM from her briefcase, and answered, “Captain Broward, it’s a very sensitive, complex situation. Even Washington doesn’t know all the details. We have Agent Lashawn Gibbs from the Department of Homeland Security on our team, and that’s as far as it goes. They say it’s California’s problem, even though they estimate thirty-one million people across the southern half of the U.S. will perish or be affected if we fail.” Gibbs nodded confirmation.
Broward raised his eyebrows.
Clearing her throat, she continued, “The details of what I’m about to tell you are in that file. It’s all there.” Pointing to the folder, she paused. “We are the Adam taskforce, brought about by a madman. A deranged nuclear physicist. Our group has determined that a threat he made eleven days ago is a real and imminent threat, a danger to humanity.” She took a breath and continued, “He has submerged somewhere off the California coast, possibly right under us, an armed and time-triggered W-88 thermonuclear warhead with a half-megaton yield. He named it Adam in his message, thus our group’s name.”
Calm, eyes fixed on her, he responded, “Holy mother of God. When is it set to explode? Do you know?”
“Yes. In his encrypted warning, he sets March 14, pi day, as the day. It’s a long story why, but let’s leave it there for now.”
Standing, then walking to a calendar on the wall, he flipped the month from February to March. “Have you determined a search area, other than the whole Goddamned Pacific?”
She expected his comment. It had become the recurring concern in her meetings; each time it was mentioned, she cringed. “Yes, sir. Our current data indicates an area no larger than one-hundred-twenty-seven square miles, a ten-mile-radius semicircle, centered on Dana Point. We’ve stepped up our efforts to narrow it down.”
“Well, we’ll work with what we have until you supply more constraints. It’s just going to take longer. Can a member of your group refresh my memory of the W-88 warhead? That’s a pretty old weapon, if I remember right. Off a Trident missile.”
Gruber spoke up and answered his question, detailing the warhead. The only words that stuck were ‘six feet by two feet.’
Broward shook his head. “Well, we have found warheads before, but with radar signatures of their descents into the water. We’re basically working blind here, but we’ll get started.”
Focused on the task, not the problems, Cross redirected the discussion, “Do you have any towable scintillators on board, Captain? I’ve towed various sensors behind the Glider with pretty good luck. I can do that.”
“Yes a few. We also have scintillators pods for our Bluefins. We’ll outfit them for radiation detection. They can be running, searching by morning.”
Poole sat back in her seat. The conversation had turned.
The Captain put his hands together, thumbs under his chin, staring down, thinking, “Now I have a small problem here. If I tell my crew we’re sitting over an armed, time-triggered nuclear weapon, I expect to have a pretty low morale on board, possibly leading to a mutiny as pi day nears. I would rather keep it quiet, as you’re doing with the public. Panic will help no one.”
Poole nodded agreement.
He continued, “Obviously, I have to tell them what we’re searching for: a lost missile nose cone. Possibly nuclear. Nothing more. What I’d like to do is float that cover story around, aboard the ship. Our external cover story will be we’re doing cable repair on the CHUS submarine cable. The one tying the U.S. and China together. If we’re spotted, and we will be, that’s our story. Let’s get to it.”
Approving nods and cautious smiles rounded the table. Broward smiling, clapped his hands together and stood. “Now follow me into the Officer’s Mess; we’ll have some of that breakfast we’ve been smelling all morning. Then we’ll tour the ship.”
* * *
Following their meal, the Captain ushered the group around the ship on his standard visiting-dignitary readiness show. He had earlier submerged a tethered Remus UUV, and in the Operations Room, a lone sailor sat in a darkened room, lit only by surrounding screens, watching the drone he commanded. A large panel of displays around him relayed its data, flashing randomly, accompanied by occasional beeps and buzzes. The room smelled of electronics and hot metal.
“This is our Combat Information Center, also called our Operations Room,” he said. “We control our drones from here. We can have up to five out roaming the ocean simultaneously. Any more that that, we find the signals tangle, they lose sync, and we have to send divers or more robots down to find them. Kinda defeats their purpose.”
Pointing to another long section of seats, all centered on large displays, he continued, “Those stations supplement the bridge’s sonar, acoustics and radar capabilities. They’re much more sensitive and detailed. The bridge can see and hear ships, subs, weather and underwater hazards. We see the armaments aboard those ships, their draft depths, the types of hazards and, of course, track our own UUVs, UAVs and ROVs. We can even hear the clicks and whistles of whales, telling us what type and size of cetacean we’re dealing with. Some, like the enormous blues, can mimic fast-moving subs on our sonar. But their sounds give them away. We’ll be tracking, watching, and listening to Mr. Cross and his mini-sub from here as he searches below us.”
Awed by the capabilities, Poole and her group moved on, following Broward. Cross and Briscoe lagged behind taking to the sailor. They wanted to know more about the Bluefin, how it would carry the scintillation probe, and where its data would be displayed on the screen. Not surprised by his answer, that he knew nothing of a scintillation probe, they quickly rejoined the group on the upper deck.
The UUV, UAV and ROV storage deck was one of the group’s favorite stops on the tour. They were able to touch, stroke and examine the submersibles, wondering what stories they held, where they’d been, and which one, if any, would be lucky enough to find Adam.
From there they followed Broward to surround the little yellow sub, the Canyon Glider, sitting on a rail dock, waiting to be hoisted overboard. Cross stood proudly receiving questions. Sparse but to the point, they inquired about maximum depth of dives, length of dives and number of personnel it could carry. He answered, thirty-five-hundred meters, about two miles depth, ten hours, and two people: one pilot, one passenger. He then went on to explain the emergency break-away bathysphere inside the outer yellow hull. If the Glider were caught deep underwater, unable to surface, there was a lever inside that triggered explosive bolts, separating the hull from the life-sustaining capsule. In theory the sphere would float to the surface, saving the occupants. He stressed “in theory” because he had never been forced to use it.
The group wound around the large upper-deck and stopped at the helipad. They had spent three hours, oohing and ahhing the ship’s modern features. It was equipped for anything, including combat, if that ever occurred. It had not, so far.
They were convinced the search was in the best hands possible. Their fears were eased by the competence of the Captain and the capabilities of his ship. Although they wanted to continue, a few of them were feeling queasy. The Captain, listening to their comments, found they were ready to stand on firm ground again; the ocean had become rough, rocking and heaving the ship, frequently tumbling members of the group against walls, pipes or to the deck.
Looking up at the Osprey, he raised an arm, circled his hand in the air, and whistled. On command, the turbines started with a deep rumble, increasing in pitch to a loud whine within seconds. The air smelled of diesel exhaust. A crewman stepped out onto the pad, by the door, awaiting the team.
Broward looked across the group. “Mr. Cross, I assume you’re staying with us.”
“Yes sir, as long as needed.”
“We have a stateroom for you in Officer’s country. It’s a two person stateroom. Would anyone else like to room with him during our time on station? Does anyone else feel they have experience that may be of help to him and us?”
The group looked around at each other, shrugging their shoulders, then Poole elbowed Briscoe. “Officer Briscoe, they need you. You trained Mr. Cross. Your help could be invaluable. You’re a master diver; you belong with this effort.”
Fidgeting with a button on his coat, he looked out over the ocean. Storm clouds were brewing to the west, flashing lightning at regular intervals. He knew the sea would soon roughen more, a feeling he loved, like riding a rodeo bull. His first experience with storms at sea was off the coast of Indonesia. Skirting a typhoon, winds still reached seventy knots. While most of the crew on his destroyer was leaning over the rails heaving, he was running laps around the deck, learning to roll with the waves. His addiction was dragging him back in; something Poole could never do. He wanted to do it, but he had to ask Barb. Not that she would mind, since his radioactivity had forced them apart, anyway. The hugging, kissing and spooning had been put on hold until the chelates rid his system of the isotopes; isolation at sea would reduce the temptations.
“Yes, sir,” he said. “I do. I trained him. He was my star pupil. He was like a son to me. I’ll have to fly back tonight, pack a few things and tell my wife. She’ll be glad to have the radioactive monster out of the house for a while. My work will understand; most of the officers are skittish about being around me. They all want me to take sick leave until I stop glowing, anyway. Save that spare bed for me.” He chuckled, winked at Poole, and started up the ramp to the Osprey.
Seconds later, the Osprey lifted from the pad, rotors swirling overtopping waves over the deck, and headed east. Cross waved at his group, disappearing in the distance, then shouldered his duffel bag left by the crewman, and stared out at the approaching storm. Suddenly, he felt at home. He smiled and followed the Captain to his quarters.
“Make your self comfortable,” he said, opening the stateroom door. “I’m going down to engineering and start the crew on the scintillation probe modifications for the UAVs. I’ll have a towable linked up to your sub by morning. Meet me on deck by your sub at 0700 hours and we’ll start the search. The crane operators are ready and I have the UAV operators standing by; all I have to do is tell them about the new sensor suite. I hope that goes over well. Have a good evening.”
He turned to leave then poked his head back in. “I almost forgot. You’re ticketed in the Officer’s Mess as long as you’re on board. Use it for meals, relaxation, reading, watching TV or whatever you want. No phone calls though. Poole instructed me that we’re on a communications blackout. We’ll abide by that. If you have any problems notify me or the XO.”
“Thank you Captain Broward and thanks for allowing me aboard. I just hope I can live up to everyone’s expectations.”
“No problem, son. Either we get out of this together or we don’t. In my book, failure is not an option. See you in the morning.”

SCRUBBED

2.26.0
Dark clouds rumbled low over the main deck, lightning crashed nearby, waves sprayed over the ship, as the 1MC intercom echoed the wakeup call, "Reveille! Reveille! Reveille! All hands heave out and trice up. Reveille!"
Cross jerked up from the uncomfortable bed, wishing he had gotten more sleep. Flipping on the lights, he read the small alarm clock on his bedside table. It said 0500 hours. He had forgotten that he wouldn’t need an alarm; reveille served that purpose. Standing, he looked around, trying to remember the procedures he had once followed. Across the room he flew, as a wave heaved the ship sideways, something else he had forgotten. Quickly he folded the bunk against the wall, pulled on a khaki jumpsuit, slid on his shoes, a “Canyon Glider” cap, and rushed awkwardly down the hallway, fighting rocking, heaving motions, to the head, then the Mess. He was ready for coffee; its pungent aroma led him on. He was remembering the good old days.
Captain Broward sat at a side table, the XO and another officer with him, discussing the day’s plans. Coffee mugs slid around their table splashing out coffee at regular intervals. The storms had changed the ship’s POD, plan of the day, and they were rewriting it.
* * *
Moving to the serving line, he heard his name. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the Captain motioning. He stopped and fought his way to the table.
“Good morning Captain,” he said. “What’s up?”
“Mr. Cross, we’re scrubbing the dive this morning for obvious reasons. Your sub, dangling from the crane’s cables, could cause quite a bit of damage to it and our ship’s hull, if a wave rocks us at the wrong time. You understand? We have to wait for smoother seas.”
“Fine sir. What will you have me do today?”
“Engineering. The crew down there is jury-rigging a scintillation probe to fit the robot arms of your sub. The towable option didn’t work; keeping the integrity of your cockpit and all. You could spend some time with them, overseeing your sub’s modifications. I recommend that. We’ll try a dive tomorrow. The storms should move east, leaving us with beautiful blue, diving skies,”
“Yes, sir. I’ll do that. You know where I’ll be if you need me.” He started to leave.
“Oh, Mr. Cross. If you don’t remember, it’s customary to request permission to leave when you’re done conversing with a ship’s officer. Just so you know.”
“Beg your pardon, sir.” He snapped to attention in his jumpsuit, saluted the officers, and said, “Request permission to leave, sirs.”
“Carry on.” Broward said, winked at the XO, and chuckled as he left, headed for the chow line.
The breakfast was great, but horrible memories of his prior military service rang through his mind with each bite. He knew total subservience was necessary in combat situations; commanders couldn’t have their troops saving, “Nah, I don’t think so,” when asked to move to the front line. However, they carried it into peace time, as if they were kings. And they were, of a sort. He preferred democracy, free will, self-choice; it suited him better. He never wanted to die a hero.
Signs to the Maintenance Bay led him to a large spacious dimly lit machine shop: lathes, winches, grinders, drill presses, and welding equipment surrounded the large platform in the center of the room. It looked like an elevator platform. On it, a sixteen-foot-long Bluefin-21 UAV, strapped-down on a rack, surrounded by busy workers, was the center of their attention.
Arc welders sparked rapidly, lighting the room from different directions; fumes of sintered metals, bright blue pulses, pops and sputters accompanied them. He coughed and squinted, shielding his eyes, avoiding the UV rays.
“Hold that tight,” a seaman yelled. “Get me a wrench.” Near him, another seaman held the far end of the probe, measuring, inspecting, and photographing the union with the UAV. It was being retrofitted for a scintillation sensor.
At his approach, a crewman broke off and greeted him. “You must me the sub pilot,” he said. “Welcome to the shop.”
Nodding, he said, “Yes, I’m Matt Cross, the pilot. Doing a Bluefin mod?”
“Yep, it’s our third one. Two more to go. We’ll get them done by mid-day.”
“What about Gilda, my sub? Is she ready?”
“Not yet. Can’t get topside to mod her yet. Way too stormy. Is that what you call her?”
“Yeah, her real name’s Canyon Glider, but I call her Gilda. Much easier to remember.”
“Oh, one of those shipboard romances, huh?” He chuckled, looking back at another welder off to the side of the room.
“Yeah, something like that. We’ve been through a lot together.”
“Well, right now he’s welding a retrofit probe for Gilda. Can’t run cables into the cockpit, too risky, so we’re giving her a self-contained probe she can cradle in her arms. If it senses radiation, it alarms visibly, flashing through your forward viewport. You can’t miss it. Bright blue flashes from a xenon lamp.”
“Got it. When will she be ready?”
“Well, Gilda’s too heavy for the elevator. Can’t bring her down. We’ll have to take the fixture up to her with the next trip. We can manhandle it from there. Only weighs about three-hundred pounds. Neutral buoyancy, though.”
“Good. Shouldn’t affect my balance. Need my help?”
“No one on this ship knows the controls. You’d be the best one to grip it, once we get it up there. But not until the seas calm down. We can’t afford to have a heave or roll send it overboard. It’s our last probe.”
“Well, in that case, I’m going back to my quarters. I’ve got a thick folder to read. Catch-up type reading. I’ll be a while. Can someone come get me when you’re ready?”
“No need. When the weather settles down topside, we’ll call you on the ship’s intercom. It blares everywhere. Can’t miss it.”
Departing the shop, he saw the crewman offer a brief salute. He hesitated, returned it, then stumbled, rocking with the waves, down the hallway to his stateroom. The folder, marked Adam, came from his duffel bag with a swipe of his hand. He sat in the wardroom chair, stacked the pages neatly on the small desk, and began to read.
* * *
Inland, Lt. Poole was catching up on paperwork as well, trying to piece together the remaining clues, trying to better define a reasonable search task. Two loose ends still taunted her. Alone at her desk, she called the Electronics Forensics Lab.
“E.F. Lab, this is Jones.”
“Agent Jones, Lt. Poole in S.I.D. here. How’s that evidence coming on the Adam case?”
“The GPS chips?”
“Yeah, that one. Any progress yet?”
“We have the model number. They’re from an old MercuryMarine GPS, circa 2008. Out of production. Superseded by a completely different unit. Besides the radioactivity of those chips, they’re obsolete. We’re trying to find one of those vintage units, still operable, on the web. It’s been slow going, but we think we’ve found one. With express shipping, it can be here tomorrow afternoon. Then our plan is to replace the memory chips on the old unit with our radioactive ones and pull up the last recorded waypoints, examining them for anomalies. With any luck at all, we’ll have coordinates for you in two days max, by the 28th.”
“Great, Agent Jones. Call me then or anytime you have updates. Thanks. Bye.”
* * *
The phone rang, vibrating in her hand, causing her to jerk. It was Sheriff Victor. His voice agitated, was ranting.
“Poole, we’ve got a problem. A 10–82. Structure fire on Ocean Drive. It’s fully involved; might want a few of your team there. It’s Fogner’s house on the hill. Firefighters are letting it burn, afraid of the radiation.”
Vivid images flew through her mind with his words. “Is Fogner inside? Anybody sighted him?”
“Don’t know. Neighbors say it started smoking several hours ago, right after a black Prius left the premises. None of them called it in. Wanted it to burn.”
“Well that’s just great. Damn him. All our evidence up in smoke. Why aren’t they stopping it?”
“Worried that the radioactive steam and run-off down Ocean Drive will pollute everything. They refuse to fill the hoses.”
“A mutiny. A frickin’ mutiny. Can’t say that I blame them, though. Might be a wise decision.”
Poole could hear radio chatter in the phone’s background.
“Gotta go, Poole. We’ve got another problem now, up in Sylmar, north of L.A. Not our jurisdiction, but we seem to be involved. I’ll get back with you.”
She clicked off, her mind racing. What in hell was happening? She switched her radio to the L.A. Sheriff’s channel. She would hear more there.
The radio blasted, “… I’ve got a late-model black Prius parked off the southbound lanes of the I-5 by the L.A. Reservoir. Nobody inside but the engine’s still warm. It’s got smeared plates, listed on the APB for Simon Fogner, wanted in Orange County. Proceeding to search the reservoir. Requesting backup.”
Wide-eyed, open-mouthed, she panicked. The Los Angeles Reservoir in Sylmar feeds most of the drinking water to L.A. Its perimeter had been carefully guarded since 9-11, worrying that a terrorist would pollute the city’s water supply. What was he doing? Was he the terrorist they feared?
Crackling, the radio continued, “I see movement. Across the reservoir, on the bridge. A figure walking back and forth. In pursuit. 10–43. I need backup, dammit!”
Her mind pictured the action, the deputy running around the huge lake, racing to intercept Fogner before he jumped. What would happen then?
Hand on the microphone, she called out, “Lt. Poole here in Orange County. Approach the perp with extreme caution. He’s contaminated with anthrax. May be carrying ricin, too. Keep him away of the water. Repeat, keep him away from the water.” Knowing that it was forbidden to break in on another jurisdiction’s call, she did it anyway. He had to be warned. Her decision to use anthrax and ricin as diversionary tactics, alerted them to a deadly danger, yet avoided questions she preferred not to answer.
“Roger that, Lieutenant. I’m at the entrance to the bridge. He’s midway out to the tower, over the water, threatening to jump. He has something in his hand. Can’t tell. Might be a weapon. Still waiting for backup. I need officers. 10–48. 10–48.” His voice was desperate.
Victor broke in, his deep voice vibrating the speaker, “Sheriff Victor, Orange County speaking. We’ve got two Code 3 units on the way, deputy, lights flashing, sirens on. They’re still an hour out, but they’ll be there to support your squad. Back off and detain him, if you can.”
“Trying, Sheriff Victor. A few of my units arriving on scene. I see four men out of their cruisers at the end of the reservoir. They’re running around the perimeter toward me….”
Two loud pops ended the call. Silence.
Waiting for more information, Poole imagined the worst. Then it came.
“Officer down. Officer down. He took a shot to the shoulder. 10–52,” the radio screamed. “Perp is in the water, moving. He’s been shot, too. Need EMS now, two units.”
“Get him out. Now!” Poole screamed into the microphone. “He’ll contaminate the water.”
“10-4. Working it.”
Tense minutes passed, then, “Fished him out. On the berm. He’s really messed up. More than a gunshot wound. He’s emaciated, bleeding scabs all over.” The words chopped, coming in breaths, described the scene. “Four units on scene. Two EMS units pulling down the side path toward us. He’s cuffed and unconscious. Where do you want him sent? What hospital?”
“Orange County General, here in Santa Ana. I’ll meet them there.”
“I’ll tell them. Should take a while though. Hour-and-a-half in this traffic.”
“Thanks, deputy. Be safe. Poole out.”
* * *
Making notes, she realized she had too many lines in the water; tending them had suddenly become challenging. But things were resolving. She was near having GPS search coordinates, Fogner was in custody and her houseful of radioactive evidence was burning down.
Phone beeping, she knew it was Victor. “Thanks for that intercept, Lieutenant. I froze. Didn’t know how to handle the radiation angle. Appreciate the save. I’d rather explain something like anthrax than deadly radiation.”
“No problem, Sheriff. We’re quite comfortable with disinformation on our Adam team, now. No panics yet. I am a little worried what happens if the water is polluted by him. Think that’s gonna be a problem?”
“I don’t know. Ask Gruber, I’m sure he’ll tell you more than you want to know.”
“I’ll check with him later. Heading to the hospital in a few. I want to personally meet this demon, Fogner. See if I can get some information from him. I’m sure he’ll be in isolation, if they let him in at all.”
“Well, good luck, Poole. You know what you’re doing. Make sure he’s locked up tight.”
“Oh, sir?
“Yes?”
“What happened to that fire?” asked Poole.
“Burned to the ground. Funny thing, only the chimneys are still standing. Ironic.”
“Radiation leaks?”
“It’s all in the soil. We’ll bulldoze it in a few days and cart it off. Hope it doesn’t rain.”
“Um-hmm. Fat chance in this God-forsaken drought, take your time.” The storms, unseen by them, were moving from the Trident Tine toward the coast.
* * *
“You want to see who?” the E.R. receptionist asked. Orderlies pushed gurneys past her, heading for the elevators. Visitors waited, reading old magazines in red plastic chairs lining the barren room. The room smelled medicinal, of alcohol and sharp disinfectants.
“Simon Fogner. Should have been brought in by EMS with a Sheriff’s escort. Seen him yet?”
Paging through a logbook, then the computer display, she looked up and answered, “Yes ma’am, he’s in O.R. right now. Bullet excision. He should be out in thirty minutes, then into Room 425, fourth floor, last room on the right. It’s an isolation room.”
“I’ll wait.” Time Magazine, she picked from the rack. Dated June 5, 2012. Good, only three years old. I love history books. She took it to a red plastic chair, sat, and stared at the pages, thinking of other things.
* * *
“Ma’am? Ma’am?” the voice said. A gentle hand on her shoulder woke her.
She looked around, then up at the receptionist. “Sorry, I must have dozed off.”
“That’s all right, ma’am. Mr. Fogner has been taken to his room. There’s a deputy with him.”
“Oh, thank you. I’m going up.”
As she approached Room 425, the deputy outside the door stood from his chair and greeted her. The sign on the door warned:
ANTHRAX — DANGER
BIOHAZARD SUITS MUST BE WORN AT ALL TIMES

She peered through the window at the large clear plastic tent over the bed, a frail shell of a man lay inside. His thinning hair was missing in patches, showing open red spots. His face was distorted, pulled in all directions by hardening scabs. The little skin that remained there clung to his facial bones, creating a skeletal effect. Hollowed-out eyes, closed, drawn together, gave him a gaunt, almost alien appearance. Suddenly, she empathized. She felt his pain.
She turned back. “Deputy, who’s his doctor? Have you seen him yet?”
“No, Lieutenant. An orderly brought him from surgery. That’s all.”
* * *
Minutes later, she knocked on Dr. Akers’ office door. She had tracked him from the work-up sheet hanging by Fogner’s door.
“Come in,” Akers said.
“Dr. Akers, I’m Lieutenant Sherry Poole, here about of Fogner. He’s my case. He’s murdered two of my best men.”
He sat up in his chair, stacks of papers before him. Fogner’s was on top. “I’m so sorry. I’ve been wanting to talk to you. How did he contract anthrax?”
Pausing, she said, “It’s not anthrax, it’s radiation poisoning.”
“What? Well, we’ve been using the wrong protocol here. Good thing I operated in a biohazard suit. Still I’ll have to get checked out. How in God’s name did you miss that diagnosis?”
“I didn’t doctor. It was intentional. We have a very sensitive national security issue in existence here. It’s best if we keep the anthrax ruse while he’s under your care. Can you do that?”
“Worse than an anthrax scare? Really?”
“Unfortunately, yes. We’re working with the FBI, DHS and others. I can’t really tell you more.”
“Hmm. That’s highly unusual. Puts me at a bit of a disadvantage”
“It’s for national security, sir.”
“Well, I’ll have to switch him from antibiotics to chelators, although the Cipro will help infections from the open sores.”
“I know… call this number at our Nuclear Forensics Lab. Ask for Dr. Gruber. He’s a nuclear physicist and medical doctor, too. A double doc. He knows the case in and out, and can help you with medications.” She wrote a number on a small slip of paper from her satchel and handed it to him.
“Orange County?”
“Yes. Right down the street.”
“I’ll do that.”
“Oh, doctor, one more thing. When can I talk to Fogner? I have a lot of questions to ask.”
“Probably tomorrow, if he awakens. His vitals are very weak. Not a good prognosis at all. Especially now that I know the antibiotics aren’t helping. I’d be surprised if he makes it through the night.”
“Well, thank you for seeing me, doctor. Sorry to bother you. Here’s my card. Please call me if there are any changes.”
He smiled, nodded and clipped her card to Fogner’s sheet. Over the speakers, a voice called, “Dr. Akers, report to E.R. Akers to E.R.” He rose from the chair, excused himself and rushed down the hallway to another emergency. Poole followed him as far as the lobby, broke off, and headed to her car.
* * *
“Mr. Cross report topside. Mr. Cross report topside,” the 1MC requested. Reading the Adam report, he had fallen asleep in his chair, resting his head on the small desk. The ship was steady now; the rocking had stopped. He raced down the hall, then up the stairs into the bright sunlight. The air smelled of wet metal. Wisps of steam rose from the deck around him; the Osprey was gone, its helipad vacant. Below, the sea was calm; waves, no longer white-capped, reflected the mid-afternoon sun in frenzied glints.
From the port side, he heard a commotion: crewmen yelling, hauling a long gleaming black cylinder towards the Glider. That will work, he thought. Atop the shoulders of six men, shuffling forward, it neared the sub. The front man yelled, “Heave on my command.”
“Need some help, guys?” Cross asked, approaching them.
The leader straining at the weight, snapped, “Yeah, adjust the arms so we can drop it in. You’ll want it pointing forward.”
He rushed up the sub’s hull, popped back the hatch, and slid through into cockpit. Throwing switches instinctively, he moved the joysticks; articulation motors whirred his commands, rotating the arms into view out the forward viewport. Then a twist brought them into position, like waiting cradles. Another switch opened the claws, perfectly aligned to accept the probe.
“Heave!” said the leader. The probe dropped snugly into its grasp. From inside, Cross closed the claws around it. A cheer erupted outside; the crewmen were high-fiving the task. He smiled, glanced around the cockpit ready for a dive. He knew that tomorrow he would start.
* * *
“Thanks, guys. Excellent job. Now, how do I work it?” He stood by the probe admiring it.
A senior crewman came forward and placed his hand over a circular sleeve around the probe’s body. “There is a magnetic switch, inside, under this sleeve. Twist it here to activate the probe, then watch the stern light panel through your forward viewport. It’s small enough it shouldn’t block your view.” He pointed back toward the panel. “That panel will flash blue when it senses radiation. The faster the flash, the higher the danger. A periodic green flash, every ten seconds, just means it’s working. That’s normal. Flashing red indicates a low battery; time to recharge. No flashing at all means you forgot to turn it on. Any questions?”
He laughed. “Hope that never happens. How long will it last before it needs recharging?”
“She’ll last longer than your sub. We’ll recharge both every night when you return. No worries.”
“I think I can work it, although it may be too simple for me,” he chuckled. “Every control in the sub serves at least three functions. I have to remember them all.”
“Well, Mr. Cross, we’re heading back down. On our last Bluefin mod. They’ll be out, ready to winch down by morning. Have you heard what time we start?”
“No I haven’t. Guess I’ll have to read the POD at Mess like everyone else.”
“Yep. That’s the way it rolls around here. See you then.” They walked to the large platform under the crane, pushed a button on a waist-high post, and slowly dropped out of sight. Over the void, a large thick clanking surface slid into place. He shook his head, marveling at the new Navy technology. Behind him, far to aft, the Osprey returned to its roost. He didn’t notice it.
* * *
Heading back, thinking his quarters were already closing in on him, he passed the officer’s mess. The aroma of coffee called him. Entering, he drew a mug of coffee and sat at an empty table. It satisfied his need for caffeine and gave him time to plan. He pulled a small hand-drawn map from his pocket and studied the grids. Running his finger toward Dana Point, then back to the ship and five miles further, he planned to create a fan of paths requiring five hours per leg. He could make two per day, leaving at sunrise and returning at dusk. Daylight made no difference a few hundred meters down, so he was not tied to it, he just had to have light to launch and dock.
A familiar voice came from above, interrupting his thoughts, “Excuse me. Permission to join you, sir?”
“Sure, sit.” he said, still staring at the map.
“Busy, Seaman Cross?”
“Sorry, I’m not--” He looked up. At the table, across from him was Mica Briscoe, navy blue jumpsuit, CHP baseball cap, looking healthy, lean and trim. A smile covered his face.
“Welcome aboard, Chief. How are you feeling? Radiant?” Shaking hands, he returned a huge grin.
“Ha ha. Very funny, Marker. I’m riding the waves again. In heaven. The radiation? Behind me now. I pissed it all out. Been working out, too.”
Cross smiled at the nickname, Marker, absent from his life for the past nine years. It felt good. Few people knew his middle name, from a maternal grandfather, but Briscoe had found it on his enlistment papers and used it throughout his tour: Matthew sounded too sissy.
“Where’s your duffel? Did you find our stateroom?” asked Cross.
“Sure did. I noticed you picked the bigger bunk, too.”
“Well, it’s yours if you want it, Chief. You’re bigger anyway.”
“I already took it. Hope you don’t mind. Did you dive today?”
“Nope, too rough. We did reconfigure the Glider for the scintillation probe, though. It’s ready to go.”
“Hey, did you hear about Fogner?”
“No, nothing. We’re in a communications blackout shipboard. What happened?”
“Get this. He set fire to his house in Dana Point then drove up to Sylmar and jumped into the L.A. Reservoir. Shot a deputy, in the process, then took a bullet himself.”
“My God, this just keeps getting better. What a wacko. Did either of them die?”
“No. Deputy’s okay, recovering; Fogner’s at Orange County General, dying. They don’t expect him to make it through the night.”
“That crazy son-of-a-bitch. He deserves to die. I just wish we could waterboard him first; get some facts.”
Briscoe sipped from his mug. “From what Poole tells me about his condition, he wouldn’t feel it or even care. He’s a dead man.” He looked back at the empty serving line and asked, “Hey, they serve donuts in here?”
Chuckling, Cross answered, “You are a cop now, aren’t you? You used to hate donuts. Said they were too fattening. What happened?”
“You know, Marker, it’s contagious. Hang out with me long enough, you’ll be craving them, too.”
“Too late. I already like them. Especially the fresh ones they serve at breakfast. They do serve them, but only at first Mess. They’re really good.”
* * *
Chatting over old times, they saw a seaman walk through, drop a stack of POD sheets by the entrance, then announce, “The POD is out!”
“Some things never change,” Briscoe said, rising to get a POD. He brought back two, handed one to Cross.
At the top of the page was:
PLAN OF THE DAY
0600: SEANET OPS BEGIN
0600 — UAV- Bluefin launches (5) Main Deck, Port — All hands, CraneOps, SeaNetOps
0700 — Canyon Glider launch Main Deck, Port — All hands, CraneOps, Cross

“Huh. Upstaged by robots. At least they’ll be out of the way when I launch.” Pausing, he added, “Hey Chief, now that you’re here, want to pal along? It has two seats. I can use another pair of eyes and a log man.”
“I thought you’d never ask, Marker. That’s why I came out. You’re gonna need help on this search mission. Lots of it.”
“Agreed, partner. No backseat driving though.”
Briscoe smiled, “I once told you that. Remember?”
“Yeah, I wonder whatever happened to that old DSV. We called her Dipsy, if my memory serves me. The Latino divers called her “Deepsea.” Funny name. She was like one of the first Alvin subs commissioned. Had leaks everywhere. It’s a wonder we didn’t drown. If it weren’t for that Emergency Exit Procedure you developed, we’d be at the bottom of the Pacific right now.”
“That got me my Master Diver rating, if you remember. Those pressure pods saved us every time. Have any on the Glider?”
“No, but it has a break-away titanium sphere. Same idea, but classier. Two-man capsule. Never have had to use it though. It deep-sixes the hull and propulsion units. Expensive lever pull.”
Officers began filing into the room, passing their table, as the 1MC announced, “Mess Call, Mess Call.” The CS, culinary specialist, pulled the lids from the steam trays, releasing tantalizing aromas throughout the room. Officers with trays stood in line, talking, waiting their turn.
“Hungry?” he asked.
“Always,” answered Briscoe.
“After you, Chief.”
The food was better than they both remembered. “The New Navy,” Briscoe called it.
* * *
With hours before lights out, Cross offered him a tour of the Operations Room: the search command center that would control the Bluefins.
The darkened Ops Room seated specialists at their consoles, poring over large color screens and digital displays. Oblivious to their visit, the SeaNetOps crew worked their stations through pre-search tests. The glow from the screens showed frozen silhouettes. Curious, Cross joined them and began asking questions.
The day’s activities on shore and at sea had exhausted Briscoe. He returned to the stateroom, fell into his bunk, and slept. Cross stayed behind talking with the SeaNet crew, learning their procedures. Eventually, satisfied and tired, he returned to the stateroom, found the open Adam file on his bunk, closed it and tossed it onto a shelf. Briscoe was already snoring. He knew enough. Enough to be scared. He patted down his bunk, crashed onto it, and closed his eyes.

SEANET — DAY 1

2.27.0
A westerly morning breeze pushed gently through the cables, swinging their load ever so slightly. The main deck buzzed with activity, crewmen running about, tending to chores, while high above, crane operators lifted Bluefins from the deck, swiveled and dropped them gently into the calm waters below. Skies, still waiting for sunrise an hour away, glowed blue to the east. Echoing over the ship, the 1MC announced, “There are divers over the side, do not rotate screws, cycle rudders, operate sonar, take suction from or discharge to the sea, blow, flood or vent any tanks, or operate any underwater equipment without first contacting the Chief Engineer and the diving supervisor.” Operation SeaNet had begun.
* * *
“Bluefin four out,” yelled the crewman, prepping number five for the cables. Cross, watching, positioned beside the Glider, held a predive checklist in his hand. Standing nearby, Briscoe tailed him, taking notes. Every weld seam, viewport and hatch, he inspected for cracks or damage. He had done it hundreds of times, yet each inspection was as important as the last. Completing the exterior check, he slid through the top hatch and sat at the controls.
“Vertical rudder, up,” Briscoe shouted.
“Horizontal rudder, right. Now left.”
“Motors forward.”
“Now reverse.”
A crewman rushed from the last Bluefin, his gloved hand holding an small metal canister. As he raised it to the probe, its aft light flashed rapidly, illuminating the sub with strobe-like stop-motion. Cross shielded his eyes from the flashing. His thumbs-up confirmed its operation.
“You’re good to go, sir. Radiation detected.” The crewman disappeared before Cross could thank him.
He added another box to his checklist, writing “Check Probe” beside it. He couldn’t forget that. It was new to him.
Another voice echoed across the deck, “Canyon Glider, you’re up next. Man your stations. Secure your hatch.”
He looked at his watch. It was six a.m. Right on schedule.
Briscoe’s left leg dropped through the hatch, then the other. Slowly, cautiously he slid into the cockpit beside Cross and sat. He was holding a small paper bag tightly under his arm. The electronic glow from the displays gave away his grin.
“What’s in the bag, Chief?”
Silence.
“What’cha got there Briscoe? You carrying arms?”
Sheepishly, he answered, “No. Donuts.”
Laughing, Cross chided, “Can’t take you anywhere. Gimme one.”
Briscoe handed him one from the bag. Popping it into his mouth, he reached up for the hatch and looked out. Traces of dawn showed in the sky. The hatch slammed down with his pull, darkening the cabin. He twirled the hatch lock just before hearing the heavy crane hooks clank into the rails below. A final sideways jerk told him the umbilical cord had been pulled. They were free, ready to launch. He sat back finishing his donut, Briscoe doing the same.
The Main Deck, reddened by the dawning sun, dropped swiftly below them, then shifted toward starboard and upward as they rode the crane’s cables down to the ocean. Soon, they were afloat, bobbing with the waves.
“Here we go,” Cross said, excitedly. His adrenaline flowed faster, his heart pumped harder as he pushed the throttle forward. Clear from the rail dock, the Glider floated away from the ship. From his notes, Cross programmed the day’s itinerary into the GINS computer then took a quick GPS reading. He looked at Briscoe, not looking well, and grinning, asked, “Are we having fun yet?”
“No. Get this thing submerged, under the waves. I’ve never liked this part. Too much chop.”
“Okay, Chief.” He pushed Auto, then activated the forward floodlights. The sub nosedived like a rock, water and mercury ballasts blowing loud blasts, correcting the dive rate, then minutes later it leveled out. Propulsion motors hummed, pushing it forward at four knots, its cruising speed.
Using the sub’s down-and front-looking sonar, Cross had set it to submerge to within twenty feet of the ocean floor, follow the terrain with the GINS, a gyroscopic inertial navigation system, toward Dana Point, then back. It was a long, boring trip, but he felt he could “outplay” the Bluefin drones.
* * *
A little over two hours had passed, not one blue flash from the probe, when the rudders activated, putting the sub in a huge u-turn. Then it started back for the ship, only ten meters away from its previous path. Briscoe looked at Cross and said, “Halfway through one leg and we’re already out of donuts.”
“I know,” he answered, shaking his head, “this isn’t going to work. We’re wasting our time out here when the Bluefins can outpace us two to one. They’d already be back at the ship by now.”
Briscoe nodded. He was regretting his decision to join Cross in the search. There was no point in the two of them being down there when he could be in the Ops Room tracking the Bluefins, or doing anything else. He needed more action. More results. He wanted to dive.
* * *
Together they decided to return to the ship and scrub the dive. They found it pointless, having been passed by three Bluefins on the trip, narrowly missing the sub. Slowly, they had realized their real value would show when the warhead was located and they were asked to disarm or remove it.
* * *
“Well, guys, I hate to gloat but I told Norton my robots are better than anything he could produce. You’re living proof.” Broward chuckled into his glass and poured another splash of scotch. “Now why don’t you two hang out with my crew, watching the monitors. Maybe you’ll learn something about searching.”
Cross frowned and nodded.
”Oh, did your Glider make it back on deck? Any problems?” he asked, sarcastically.
“Yeah, it’s fine,” Cross answered. Glancing at Briscoe, he added, “The Chief and I have more diving experience than you’ll ever imagine, Captain Broward. We’ll be in our quarters or the Mess Hall if you need us; maybe the Ops Room. When you’re ready to use us, let us know.” He popped a salute, “Permission to leave, sir?”
“Carry on.”
* * *
The day went better after that. On their way to the Mess, they stopped by the Ops Room, notifying SeaNetOps they were out of the water but still on board. NCAA basketball was on television; Houston was winning.

SEANET — DAY 3

2.29.0
Two days had passed without an alarm; the Bluefins had returned once for servicing and charging, but they were back out combing the ocean floor. Operating day and night, they had surveyed roughly one square mile per drone, yielding five square miles of warhead-free ocean. With over 120 square miles left, the situation seemed hopeless.
After conferring with his SeaNetOps team at their morning status briefing, Broward was convinced he needed more information. Either that or set sail to the furthest port and await the devastation from afar. He had always been hard-nosed, not afraid to face any situation, but he was not careless enough to let his ship sit over a thermonuclear undersea explosion.
Mulling the problem over at his desk in the CIC, he requested a secure ship-to-shore through ComSec and was granted access. The first call, through the secure line at Seal Beach NWS, was to Commander Norton asking for the Adam team leader’s number. Norton obliged and gave him Lt. Poole’s Crime Lab scrambler number. He placed the call.
“Hello?” the voice said calmly, a standard response on a scrambled line preventing further disclosure.
“This is Captain Broward, U.S. Navy, Ship’s Commander, aboard the Trident Tine. Can you get Lt. Poole on the line for me?”
“One moment sir.” Several clicks. A buzz. The scrambler reset.
“This is Lieutenant Poole. How can I help you sir?”
“We have a problem with our SeaNet exercise, Lieutenant.”
“Excuse me.”
“In two days we have scanned and cleared five square miles of the ocean floor off Dana Point. At our going rate we’ll have your suggested scan area completed by kingdom come. Can you help us?”
“I’m glad you called, sir. Our E.F. Lab, excuse me, Electronics Forensics Lab is in the process of determining possible drop coordinates as we speak. They’re using the memory chips extracted from the drop boat’s vandalized GPS, substituting them into another identical working unit.”
“Oh? Go on.”
“Yes, they’re tracking waypoints from the recent past, trying to find a suspicious pause, a potential drop spot. The suspect that owned the boat traveled a lot, leaving thousands of waypoints. Not an easy task.”
“Well Lieutenant, I’m sure it’s easier than finding a two-meter-sized object in a 328 million square-meter area. Can they speed it up?”
“They’re working around the clock now.”
“So are we. And I’m talking about a hundred-and-fifty men. Can you possibly get information from the bomber?”
“No, I’m sorry, sir. I can’t. He died yesterday. Bullet wound and radiation poisoning.”
“Did he say anything? Any last words?”
“I was there by his isolation tent, in the hospital, dressed in a biohazard suit. He was barely breathing, gasping each breath. I asked him to confess, bare his soul on his death bed.”
“And what did he say?”
“Strangest thing. A calmness fell over him. He started murmuring things, almost musically. I could barely hear them. The whispers said, ‘A long, long time ago, I can still remember how, music used to make me smile.’ Then he drifted off. He twitched, then continued, ‘But February made me shiver, with every paper I’d deliver. This’ll be the day that I die.’ I’ll never forget his words. Seemed familiar, like I’d heard them before, but distant. Then he opened his eyes, staring through me, and asked, ‘When did you die?’ He wasn’t coherent; I could tell. His mind was gone. I didn’t know how to answer. Then he muttered, ‘Eleven… eleven. When did you die?’ He kept repeating it. It was so eerie I had to leave. Got a call from the hospital last night at eleven-ten that he had just passed.”
“Well, that’s quite some story Lieutenant. You do realize those are the lines to “American Pie” don’t you?”
The scrambler’s carrier buzzed for seconds. “I do remember. I was very young when it came out. Never understood the words, though.”
“I know it well. My high school’s graduation song. Don McLean was masterful when he wrote that. A mysterious, sorrowful ballad. Everyone cried.”
“Well, maybe there’s a clue in there, Captain. It has a strange connection to the case, ending in pie. Glad you reminded me. I’ll look into it. Other than that, I got nothing. Still waiting on the E.F. Lab’s results. Maybe tomorrow.”
Broward disconnected, looked back into the dark Ops Room through silhouettes of his SeaNetOps crew intently watching their screens, and called out, “I want some results Goddammit! Change your search algorithms, increase the sensitivities, drop another data repeater, do something! It’s got to be out there.”
At a rear console, Cross had teamed up with a SeaNet operator and was watching, learning the robot’s search techniques and the ocean floor’s characteristics. Briscoe sitting several consoles over, had done the same. The screens refreshed every five seconds, creating a slide-show effect; each slide, coarsely transmitted back by ultrasonic communicators, reflected a ten-meter forward movement. Still, they could often see silt covered bottles and cans sitting on the bottom, illuminated by the floodlights, moving with the currents. A two-meter long object would tower over them. Besides, the radiation alarm above the image screen would flash brightly at the slightest indication of radioactivity from the Bluefin, illuminating the room with a crimson glow. It had only happened once since the search began and that was when Briscoe walked closely by a Bluefin on the deck, charging for the next dive. It took him hours to explain that incident to the crew.
* * *
Broward soon left the Ops Room, headed to his quarters, kicking pipes, slamming doors, and cursing on the way, knowing he had to write another failing entry in his logbook. He sat at his desk, put pen to paper and told of another futile day.

SKYHOOK

3.01.0
The calendar flew across the room, hit a wall and crashed to the floor, pages splayed, MARCH facing up. She had grown to dread the month, and changing the calendar, placing March in front, was too much for her. Such a frivolous reminder of the imminent Armageddon. Pieces of paper were not worthy of that deed. She pitched the calendar into the trash can and, taking a thick black marker from her desk, wrote MARCH across her office wall in four-inch letters. Under that, she gridded fourteen squares ending on the fourteenth. An X in the first square started her day. She had thirteen more Xs to save her homeland, but at the tenth X she planned to lock her office, grab Pupski and start driving east until she could drive no more.
Working up the day’s schedule, she drew a blank. There were homicides, burglaries, rapes and other felonies working through the system, awaiting investigation, but she was fixated on Adam. And rightfully so. The other crimes would vaporize within microseconds in a radioactive cloud of searing heat, if she failed.
Finally, tasks congealing in her mind, she wrote the first item on her list: ‘E.F. Lab — Kick their butt.’ She had pushed, threatened and pleaded with them for results. But she had walked in on them several times during the past few days and found them playing video games. They had said they were simulating crime scenarios, but she knew otherwise. The Xbox and nearby “Call of Duty” cartridge gave them away.
Next she wrote: ‘ Search Ocean Drive.’ Her information on the residence had all come by proxy; she had never visited the hall of horror, herself. Even though it had burned down and still held memories of Keller, she felt there might possibly be some clue as the Adam’s drop site. She would put on a Smurf suit and explore for herself.
Squinting, realizing where all the tasks were leading, she moved her pen to the top of the list and wrote in big letters: NARROW SEARCH MAP!
‘Check Refuse Search Progress’ took the third line. Search crews were still out sifting through landfills looking for the radioactive bag of papers torn from Fogner’s wall. It was a background task, done when nothing else was happening. She needed to raise its priority.
She was thinking on the fourth line when her office phone buzzed. The buzz indicated it was an in-house call.
“Poole,” she answered, casually.
“Lieutenant, this is Jones in the E.F. Lab. We have your coordinates. Sorry it took so long, but we finally got a hit once we set the time hack to be mid-February, they just popped up in a Skyhook loop.”
“A what?” she asked, looking at item one. She marked through ‘Kick their butt’ and wrote, ‘Thank them.’
“Skyhook loop. A digital anchor function used to hold a boat in place when the depth below it is greater than the boat’s anchor line. It’s used in the Hydro Thunder game. Then we found a similar loop in the GPS data. It just connected.”
“That’s excellent, guys. What are the coordinates? I need to get them to the search ship, ASAP.” Above ‘Thank them’ she scribbled ‘Video games okay.’
“I’m bringing them down to you right now. Be at your door in seconds.”
As she hung up, she heard footsteps approach, a knock on her door, then Jones stood in the open doorway, a phone in one hand, a folded sheet of paper in the other. Across the front SENSITIVE INFORMATION warned prying eyes away.
Unfolding the page, she read two lines of numbers, meaning nothing to her, but a red dot on the small nautical map printed below them, showed Adam’s location. She saw a vector, pointing from Avalon, ending in the Gulf of Santa Catalina. Another vector, pointing from the dot toward Dana Point, had “8 miles” out beside it.
“It looks like he left his boathouse, motored toward Catalina Island, and paused eight miles out. That’s when he activated the Skyhook. From there he returned to the boathouse. That’s got to be the place, unless it’s a great fishing hole. That’s a possibility, too. But he was only anchored for a few minutes. Not enough time to fish. I think that’s our spot.”
Refolding the paper, she looked up at him. “Thank you Agent Jones. You will be commended for this work. Now I have to notify Captain Broward.”
* * *
“Gloria, get me the Ship’s Captain aboard the Trident Tine. He called in yesterday on a secure line. Trace it back and get him on the line. Hurry please.” Frustrated with the ship’s communications blackout, she felt it did nothing more than hinder progress, preventing rapid updates and crucial on-the-fly interactions.
“One moment, Lieutenant.”
Clicks, buzzes and whirrs, then more clicks.
“Broward.”
“Captain, I have your coordinates,” she said, matter-of-factly.
“Well, thank God! A miracle.” Then she heard him yell, echoing, “Call in the robots. Winch them up.” A clatter of activity followed his command.
“Go ahead. I’ve got a pen.”
Reading the lat/long numbers, she felt a lump in her throat. The case was once again moving forward. Filled with emotion, she continued, describing the small map. For the first time in weeks, she knew that Adam existed. She was describing his location; it brought the reality of her fears to life. Slamming her in the face, like a sledgehammer.
“Okay Lieutenant, thank you. That’s what I needed. Anything more?”
“Oh, yes. At the bottom of the map is a note. Says estimated floor depth at a little over three-hundred meters, according to sea floor maps of the area.”
“I can look that up, too, but thank you. It’s a doable depth.”
“That’s all, Captain. I’ll be out of my office today, searching for more evidence. Should be back by mid-afternoon.”
“That location you gave me is four miles northwest of us. We’ll be pulling anchor and moving closer today, parking over it for better, quicker access. I’ll be unreachable while we’re underway. Goodbye Lieutenant and thanks; you may have just saved us all.”
* * *
She clicked off, sighed, and stared at the phone. Knowing she had unceremoniously sent the data everyone needed and requested, putting the search back on course, comforted her, but she would have no way of receiving feedback from its use. She would have to wait, blindly, wondering if the coordinates were correct or even close. Wanting more involvement, she snatched her satchel off her desk, rushed to the equipment cage, checked out a CBRN Smurf suit with a Geiger counter, and headed to her car.
* * *
From the driveway off Ocean Drive, the ocean was beautiful with the exception of a few blackened timbers, jutting upward, obstructing the panoramic view. Two charred, but undamaged, white brick chimneys still stood at the rear and right of the debris-covered field, bearing witness to the endurance of masonry.
Slowly she climbed onto the foundation, the Geiger counter alarming in her hand. There was little to see: charcoaled boards and beams, broken shards of soot-covered stained glass and random pieces of metal, melted into grotesque shapes. Nothing recognizable. Walking through the rubble, she imagined the opulence the home once held, envisioning rooms with crystal chandeliers, ornate wainscoting, and magnificent fireplace mantels.
She loved the elaborate mantel detailing from that era. The one at the rear, with gargoylian faces surrounding the hearth in nightmarish fashion, called her.
Running her hand over the masonry, she marveled at its detail. A glimmer from below the mantel, lying on the hearth’s floor, caught her eye. Picking it up, she saw a small gold disk, no larger than three inches across, covered in soot. A sweep of her hand across its obverse, clearing it, brought an engraved profile into view. It was Alfred Nobel. She was holding a cherished Nobel Prize Medal.
Slipping it into a foil-lined bag, she intended to return it to Fogner to accompany him at his burial, thinking his family might appreciate it. Although he was the most evil entity she had ever encountered, she had empathy for him, respect for his achievement. He was once human, living life to the fullest, aiding humanity with his scientific achievements. She blamed his illnesses, not him, for his unthinkable deeds.
Taking a last glimpse at the bare circle where the disk had laid in the ashes, another object attracted her attention. A color amidst the blackened ruins. From deep in the hearth, against the bricks, she pulled out a charred brittle brown paper bag filled with crumpled newspaper clippings. The bag! The pincushion wall bag! He intended to burn it and forgot.
The Geiger counter squawked insistently as she passed it over the bag. A clipping from the bag, stretched between her hands, touted, “Fogner’s Weather Model Fogs the Data.” She had found the evidence dozens of deputies had searched days for in landfills. It was there all the time, protected from the fire by the massive heat-resistant masonry surrounding it.
Back at her car, she carefully placed the bag into her trunk and locked it. Driving off toward the lab, she looked back; a sadness consumed her, remembering Keller.
* * *
Wearing the CBRN suit through the lobby, up to the third floor lab, raised a few eyebrows, brought a few snickers, but by now, everyone knew her case. They knew if she failed they would die at the hands of the madman she was trying to outsmart. The bag she carried in her suited hand was radioactive but time was running out. Precautions were dropping from her priorities as pi day approached.
Her lab was busy with staff intent on solving more pedestrian crimes. They were running centrifuges, examining slides under microscopes, writing results in large notebooks. They didn’t notice her enter. At an empty bench, by the lead safe holding Fogner’s Adam-threat, she dumped the paper wads from the bag and began to straighten them one by one, placing them into a neat stack. The fifth one flattened had a small yellow post-it note stuck to its back. Unnoticed, it fluttered to the floor, drifting under the workbench into a narrow space, as she stacked the clipping. Reading each one, she opened the safe and added it to the evidence. Twelve down, the bag was empty. She crumpled it and threw it into the safe.
* * *
Once showered, the CBRN suit and counter returned, she went back to her office, tore up her daily list and stared at her new wall calendar. She had done all she could do. Now she waited.

SEANET II

3.2.0
The R/VS Trident Tine had shifted four miles to northwest, dropped anchor over the Santa Catalina canyon, and was buzzing with activity. According to GPS, it bulls-eyed the new coordinates. Adam should be within reach. By noon, all Bluefins were out, recharged and searching. In the Captain’s office, Cross stood arguing.
“… but it had over a thousand feet to drift with the current. It will not be under us. It could be a half-mile away, in any direction. You know that as well as I do. It’s still too large a search area with the time remaining.” He was animated, trying to convey his idea.
“So, you want to build a full scale model, a clone, drop it overboard, and track it to the floor. Is that right?” he asked, sarcastically.
“Yes, Captain. I’ve done it before. It works. The ocean currents don’t change much, this far out. If we put a sonar beacon in the clone, I can follow it down. Should land near the warhead. Hopefully not on it.”
“Fat chance of that, Mr. Cross.” Rubbing his chin, staring down, thinking, Broward spoke, “Hmm. Tell you what. Maybe it’s worth a try. Our Maintenance Bay crew is idle, except for an occasional Bluefin repair. I’ll give you a day with them. Go down, draw up your model, have them build it. Then we’ll drop it over and you can do your thing. Still not gonna beat our robots, though.”
Recharged from the idle days spent waiting, doing little, he smiled, remembering he had a drawing of the W-88 that Gruber had downloaded from the web, included in his Adam folder.
“Permission to leave sir?”
“Of course, Cross. Go have fun with your model.”
* * *
On the way back from his quarters, the W-88 drawing in hand, he poked his head into the Mess Hall. Briscoe was drinking coffee and nibbling on a donut. Miraculously, a few were left over from breakfast; he assumed the ship’s busy schedule of moving and starting SeaNet II kept the crew away. The Mess was always secured, closed, during maneuvers.
“C’mon Chief. We’ve got a mission. Captain’s cleared us on a dive to find Adam. Gotta build a warhead and drop it.”
“Wait… What? Another one? Why?” he asked, squinting in confusion.
“Not a real warhead. A duplicate, a clone.”
“But why?”
“Have you ever been hot-air ballooning?”
“Can’t say that I have, Marker.”
“Well, the pilot sends up a helium-filled balloon, called a pi-ball, a pilot’s balloon, before liftoff to see which way the winds will carry him. He watches it disappear from view, noting crosswinds and their directions at different elevations, then plots a course through the elevations, taking him where he wants to go.”
“Okay, but what does that have…? Oh, I get it. You plan to drop an inverted pi-ball, and watch it sink to the bottom.”
“Close. I drop a pi-ball then chase it to the bottom, since it will disappear a few meters down.”
“That may work,” Briscoe said. “And you’re building a replica so it will have the same hydrodynamics, and hopefully take the same course as the real warhead. Right?”
“Yeah, hopefully.”
Swallowing the last bite, gulping a slug of coffee, he stood. “Genius, Marker! Mind if I tag along?”
* * *
The Maintenance Bay was still, a radio loudly announced a basketball game at the far end. Six crewmen sat at a makeshift table, a bright work light overhead, playing cards.
Seeing their entrance, a seaman jumped up and met them. “What can I do for you guys today? Gilda rusted out yet? She sure seems lonely out on that big deck all by herself.” He snickered, looking back at the table.
“No Seaman…” A glance at his name patch yielded, “Oliver.” He continued, “The Captain’s okayed the construction of a model. A model of this.” He held up the drawing, turning it into the light to better show it.
Oliver frowned, impatiently inspecting the image, then said, “You want us to build a full-scale model of a warhead used on Trident missiles? Really?”
Ready for more sarcasm, he responded quietly, “Yes, if that would be okay with you guys.”
Suddenly, Oliver yelled to the back of the room, “Up and at ‘em boys. We got a job to do.” He winked at Cross and, aside, said, “Just pranking you, Mr. Cross. Captain called us a few minutes ago. We got his orders. Is tomorrow morning all right? We’ll have it on deck at Reveille, ready to be winched down with Gilda. Oh, do you want a beacon or a squawker aboard?”
“Yes, both.”
“Well that’s gonna cost you. Several hours at the most. How about daybreak? 0700 hours? Is that all right?”
“Better, actually. I like to give Gilda a visual checkout before I dive. And Briscoe’s diving with me, too. Make sure the scintillation probe’s working. We expect to find our target tomorrow. We’ll need it in tip-top shape.”
“Oh, well then you can just ask Briscoe to walk by it. If it blinks it’s working.”
Briscoe and Cross laughed at his joke, then realized he was right. They could test it themselves.
“What about weight?” Oliver asked. “Same as the real one?”
“Yeah, pretty much.”
“Great, we’ve got tons of scrap metal down here. Wouldn’t hurt to lose a few hundred pounds.” Oliver saluted, turned, walked back, and took the drawing to his crew.
Briscoe cocked his head, “Do you think his last statement was directed at me? I feel fine with my weight.”
Cross thought on it for a moment, then cracked up laughing, finally catching Briscoe’s joke. “Come on Chief, let’s go prime the Glider. I have a feeling we’re going to get lucky tomorrow.”
“Hope so, Marker. It’s not impossible; my brains and your brawn, we can do it.”
* * *
Laughing their way down the hall, Briscoe wavered, looking ill.
“What’s up Chief? You don’t look well.”
“Nauseated, sick at my stomach. Probable too much coffee.” He stopped, leaned against a wall, then slowly slid to the floor, eyes closed but still breathing.
“Medic! Medic!” Cross screamed, placing his fingers over the Chief’s carotid; his plea echoed down the hall. Briscoe still had a pulse, weak but stable.
* * *
Minutes later, two white-clad medics rushed toward him, took a few vitals, then loaded Briscoe onto a stretcher. “Catch him in the infirmary,” a medic said, “Just being cautious.”
Stunned, Cross followed them to sickbay, sat in a one-chair waiting room, bowed his head and prayed. He felt Briscoe looked a little off since their reunion aboard the Osprey, but it had been nine years since they had last seen each other. Only recently, first in the Osprey, then from the Adam folder, did he learn details of his encounter with radiation during the Sea Ray incident. That gave him reason to be concerned.
* * *
“His X-rays show he has a small stomach tumor. According to him, it may be from a radioactive donut.” The doctor, standing over Cross, shaking his head, eyes questioning, asked, “Could that be possible? Or is he having delusions, too.”
“No, doc. It’s true. It’s a very long story but it is true. Is he already talking?”
“Yes, he’s up and doing better. I’ll release him in a few hours after an observation period. He said he’s got a morning dive.”
“Can he do it? Is he able?”
“The tumor should be biopsied, probably removed, but not while he’s aboard this ship. He’s good to go for normal activities, including diving.”
“Thanks, doc. I’ll treat him with kid gloves; he’s like a father to me.”
“Good for him. Now you take care with that dive. Don’t want a nitrogen narcosis case coming in. Can’t handle it. No hyperbaric chamber aboard.”
“My word, doc. Promise.”
* * *
Back on the Main Deck, without Briscoe, he circled the Glider. Wondering how he would grasp Adam if he found him, he tugged at the probe, checking for movement. It was locked, immovable. He would have to leave a buoy marker on him, surface, drop the scintillator probe, then return. He needed another set of hands. Then he remembered. The clone would have a beacon and squawker. He could move it near Adam, then easily return to both using passive sonar. It had to have a pickup loop, though, to mesh with the small catch hook on the Glider’s undercarriage.
He ran back down to Maintenance, and amid yelling, welding, hammering, and other distractions, told them to install a strong eye bolt, a pickup loop, something to grab onto, on the clone.
“How else are you going to retrieve it, Mr. Cross? It’s already on there. Actually two of them, in case one is under it, down in the silt. We had to do that for hydrodynamic balance. Won’t change the rate or direction of fall. We think of everything,” said Oliver.
“You’re right. Excellent! See you tomorrow,” he said, wondering what Oliver had planned after he left the service. He could really use a mind like that at MBORC, if they made it through.
* * *
With nothing to do but wait for morning, he returned to his quarters expecting to find Briscoe. His bunk was still folded against the wall. Worried about him but thrilled about the morning dive, he sat at the small desk, grabbed the Adam file from the shelf, and thumbed through the pages.
Another of Gruber’s inserts grabbed his attention. A web page copy titled “Effects of underwater nuclear explosions” told him what to do if he found Adam and couldn’t disarm him. He would have to move him to a greater depth, further from land. Two hundred miles out would do it. Two miles deep. Out a quarter-way to Hawaii in deep Pacific waters. The explosion would visible as a large balloon-shaped cloud, possibly a mushroom over it, from the California shoreline, its destructive effects would be absorbed by the first one-hundred miles, leaving only a small three to six foot wave washing ashore as its reminder. There would be a great loss of marine life though from the explosion.
Poring over a table of underwater nuclear test explosions from 1946 up to the last one in 1962, he sat engrossed in the data, taking notes. After 1962, there were no more tests; they were banned in late 1963 by the NTBT, Nuclear Test Ban Treaty, under President Kennedy. He focused on “Wigwam,” the deepest and most powerful test on the list. “Betty” a Mark 90-B7 nuclear depth charge, designed for submarine warfare, was exploded in 1955, two thousand feet down, over an ocean floor three miles below her. With a yield of only thirty kilotons, she threw a large seawater spray rising hundreds of feet into the air. Measured surface radiation from the test was negligible, but underwater radiation and fallout effects were unmentioned.
Adam’s yield, according to the W-88 data sheet, would be around five hundred kilotons, over fifteen times that of Betty’s. He made a note to himself warning of this discrepancy. Still, the two-hundred mile drop spot looked good. Now he just had to get him there.
The Osprey! he thought. Bring Adam to the rail dock, drop him there, then pull a line down from the Osprey and hook him on it. A quick hour trip out over the Pacific and they could lay him carefully in a watery grave, away from humanity.
Pleased with his plan, he returned to Broward’s office and explained it.
Broward thought for minutes, looking at Cross’s notes. “Not a bad plan, but it’s contingent on your finding Adam. Think you can do it? My Bluefins have been out searching most of the day and have nothing yet.”
“Can I use the Osprey to relocate Adam? That’s the question?” Ignoring the Captain’s doubt, he was assuring in his query.
“Talk the pilot into it and you’ve got it,” he answered, with a tone of sarcasm.
“I’ll get Briscoe to ride with him. Someone has to drop the line. I’ll be on the rail dock with the Glider, hooking up Adam.”
He leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling for a moment, then returned upright. “Well, Mr. Cross, it seems you have thought it through, documented it in your notes, and explained it perfectly. I probably couldn’t have done it better myself. I’m also impressed with your self confidence. Reminds me of myself many years ago.”
“Thank you Captain. I’ll go check with the pilot and get things lined up.”
“Carry on, Cross,” he nodded, smiling at his enthusiasm, something he hadn’t see in a while.
* * *
The pilot, Lt. Harper, was hesitant but agreeable, not knowing the bomb was timed. He had heard, as everyone else on the ship had heard, that it was a dud warhead lost from a recent submarine training mission. He saw no real danger in the exercise. He agreed to do it. Still, he wondered why he was moving it, rather than retrieving it for safekeeping. That was normal procedure.
Heading back to his quarters, he stepped lighter, knowing his ducks were all in a row. He still needed to tell Briscoe. He wondered if he had been released.
* * *
“Ahoy, Marker,” Briscoe said, sitting on his bunk, scanning the Adam folder.
Entering the room, he smiled at Briscoe’s return. “Feelin’ better, Chief? You gave me quite a scare back there.”
“Got a shot and some Pepto and I feel much better. Didn’t know about the tumor, though. Guess I’ve got to lay off poisoned donuts.” He chuckled and laid the folder on the bunk next to him. “Did you see those photos Keller took of those old record albums? The LPs? Weird that he would do that. What was with that Shazam pamphlet? I don’t even know what that is. Do you?”
“Yeah, it’s a cell phone app. Recognizes music and songs like an expert listener. Tells you the title. Don’t know the relevance to the case though. He must have been a music aficionado, as they call it. Me? I just listen to music and don’t need to know the name of a song.”
Nodding, Briscoe said, “Yeah, me too. There were even scribbles out beside the track titles on the Vivaldi LP. Couldn’t read them. Must have been a real cuckoo nut about music”
Cross, thought for moments, then brightened. “What if he added a disabling function to the bomb, based on music recognition. Lullaby it to sleep.”
Briscoe scoffed, “How do you mean, Marker? Why would he do that?”
“Maybe for afterthoughts, a way to retract his threat, an escape from his madness in a moment of lucidity.”
“But maybe a way to trigger it instantly, bypassing the timer. That sounds more like him.”
“Yeah, hadn’t thought of that. Let’s not go there. Bad idea.”
* * *
Silence followed until Cross spoke again, detailing his Adam retrieval plan. Ten minutes had passed; Briscoe listening carefully, had said nothing. Finally, he nodded. “Well I’m on board with everything Marker. Sounds like a plan. Want me to stay here on the first dive?”
“And let you miss Adam’s discovery? No way in hell would I leave you behind. Six-thirty on deck. We launch at seven. I’ll need you there early to calibrate the scintillator,” he said, trying to hide a grin.
Briscoe smirked. “It’s good to know I’m still good for something. Lighting up a probe. Not everyone can do that.” He smiled back.
From the hallway, the 1MC interrupted, blaring, “Mess Call. Mess Call. SeaNet Special tonight: Red Snapper Stew.”
Standing, ready to rush the line, Cross asked, “You hungry, Chief?”
“You know? I think I am. Let’s eat.”
* * *
Lingering over dinner. they reminisced over their last dive together. It was a crash recovery mission, June 6th, 2007 off the California coast. Tasked with recovering the black box from an F-16 Falcon downed in two thousand feet of water, they went down together, Briscoe in a hard-shell ADS, atmospheric diving suit, Cross in Dipsy, the mini-sub.
“I remember you carried me down in Dipsy’s arms, like a statue. I’ve never felt so claustrophobic in my life. Then when she released me on the bottom, I just wanted to crawl back into her arms. Then I got hung in wires; it was so black. So alone. My breathing air hissed, but I couldn’t breathe. I could see you through the viewport, but you weren’t there.” He began to tremble, tightly closing his eyes.
“I never saw that, Chief. I saw a master diver, standing there in Dipsy’s floods, stepping dauntlessly through coral, mud and silt, into a broken, twisted fuselage. Wires and cables everywhere, you kept going until you found the box. I was never so happy as when I saw you cut it loose and hold it up. But then on your way back out, you got hung on that wiring harness, there must been hundreds of cables around you holding you down, and you signaled me for help. In a cold sweat, I approached you in Dipsy, careful not to ram you. You held that box like it was your baby. When I pulled the harness with the manipulators, you broke free. I thought I was going to lose you.” He choked up, reliving that moment.
“Hey,” Briscoe said, “don’t be so morose. We’re here, living our dream, getting ready to do it again. What could be better?”
Cross chuckled, slapped him on the shoulder, and said. “Yeah. But let’s do it right this time.”
“Well, we didn’t die did we?”
“No, but we’re going to do it righter. That was just too close,”
“Righter?” asked Briscoe, squinting.
“Yep. That’s how we’re going to do it. Now let’s hit the sack. We’ve got a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”
* * *
Ten minutes later, they were in their bunks, lights out. Cross lay there thinking, praying about tomorrow’s search. He had a feeling. It was good.

FINDING ADAM

3.3.0
Reveille crackled over the 1MC at five a.m. signaling day’s start. Seamen raced across the deck, shouting, hoisting, launching Bluefins into calm seas. In the chaos, the Maintenance Bay elevator whined, carrying the W-88 clone upward.
Another message from the 1MC, “There are divers over the side, do not rotate screws, cycle rudders, operate sonar, take suction from or discharge to the sea, blow, flood or vent any tanks, or operate any underwater equipment without first contacting the Chief Engineer and the diving supervisor.” It played twice, reminding the ship’s crew of its importance.
Below deck, Cross and Briscoe rose from their bunks, dressed and rushed to Early Mess, hoping to get nourishment and, more importantly, coffee before their dive. The Mess was almost vacant. Several officers sat in a corner quietly discussing the POD.
“Anything we’ve missed?” asked Briscoe, sipping from his cup. He crunched a slice of bacon noisily.
“Not that I can think of,” Cross replied. Chortling, he added, “We’ll probably remember it halfway down.”
“Would you rather me take the hard shell down? We may need the extra hands.”
“No, not yet, Chief. We’ll do a recon today and if we find Adam, return later to bring him up. Maybe then.” Looking at the wall clock, he ate faster, trying to keep up with Briscoe.
“You’re the boss now. Remember I’m just a traffic cop.”
Cross snorted his coffee, laughing loudly and said, “More like a hero on land and sea. You’re just amphibious now, Chief.”
“Yeah, now that you mention it, I guess I am. You brought it all back, Marker, and I thank you for that. Never realized how much I really love the sea.”
“Speaking of that, ready to see the activity on deck?” asked Cross.
“Yep, let’s go.”
* * *
Up the steps, out into the morning air, they dodged crewmen working the deck. The dusk-like illumination yielded shapes and motion but little details. Overhead a crane was swiveling a cone-shaped object toward the rail dock. Seamen stood by the Glider ready to guide it into place. Like clockwork, the activity progressed, impressive in its efficiency.
Pointing toward the cone, Cross said, “That’s our pi-ball. Looks great.” He could hear its periodic squawks; see the beacon activating. The brilliance from its flashes forced him to look away.
As it neared the rails, a seaman broke off and ran up to Cross. “Want us to put the clone at the Glider’s bow? Then you can just bump it off the dock when you’re afloat. Right in front of you. It should sink like a rock.”
“Sure,” he answered. “Good idea.” He looked at Briscoe and said, “This is going to be easier than shooting fish in a barrel.”
“Famous last words, Marker, famous last words.”
* * *
Waiting for the final Bluefin to launch and their turn on the crane, they completed the predive checklist, Briscoe alarmed the probe, and they entered the Canyon Glider, preparing to dive. The clone’s beacon flashed through the front viewport while Cross adjusted the passive sonar frequency to match the squawker. Nervously, they awaited the crane, knowing it wasn’t going to be a normal dive. Everything was ready. All they needed were the crane hooks on the rails.
He jumped at the head poking through the open hatch. “Need a lift guys?” the voice asked.
“Ready to launch,” Cross replied. During his time off, waiting for the search coordinates, Cross had modified the onboard scrambled radio set to match the bridge’s frequency. With the expected activity on the floating rail dock, he preferred not to read or send semaphores. He tried it, “Trident bridge, this is Canyon Glider. Copy?”
“Sure, loud and clear, Glider. Prepare for winching,” came the reply. He didn’t recognize the deep scrambled voice, but its chopped rhythm reminded him of Broward’s.
Cross closed the hatch, locked it, waiting for the four jolting clanks: massive hooks grasping the rails. The sideways shift signaled the umbilical pull.
They were up, swinging over the side, then down to the water in minutes. Cross warned Briscoe, “When I push the pi-ball over the edge of the dock, it’ll drop straight down. We’ll give it a ten-second head start then fall in behind it in a nose-down dive. Your stomach will come up in your throat and you’ll feel like you’re gonna die, but don’t worry, that’s normal.”
“Gee, thanks for the heads up, Marker. But you left out ‘and kiss your ass goodbye.’”
“Any time, now Glider,” the radio growled.
The rails hit the water, splashing the viewport. A few feet deeper and the Glider floated, hovering slightly behind the clone, still resting on the dock.
“Ready?” Cross asked, looking at Briscoe.
Briscoe coarsely voiced a klaxon dive signal, then said, “Dive! Dive!”
Shaking his head, smiling, Cross edged the Glider forward, scraping the pi-ball on the rails until the resistance disappeared. He counted, “ten-nine-eight-seven-six-five-four,” pushed the fill-ballasts and transfer-mercury-ballast-forward switches together, then continued, “one. Dive!”
* * *
Down they went, water roaring by the sub, in an underwater free fall. Briscoe gasped. The depth gauge spun, measuring a two-meter-per-second descent. In the distance, out the front viewport, the pi-ball led them downward. As the gauge clicked deeper, the light dwindled, bringing the flashing beacon into focus. Veering off to starboard, it caught a current. He eased the right horizontal rudder, keeping the beacon centered in the viewport. With a two-meter fall rate, he calculated he had roughly a hundred and fifty seconds to reach the floor. The pi-ball would reach it only seconds before him. Then he would crash behind it.
He stared at the depth sounder, watching the floor approach. Coming up at him quickly, he knew he had to slow and level out before he crashed nose-down.
Thirty meters over the floor, the sounder flashing danger, its voice warning, “Pull up. Pull up,” he switched to reverse thrusters, jammed the throttles, stomped the vertical rudder, and blew the ballast to add floatation and reduce speed. Briscoe, saucer-eyed, mouth agape, watched the pi-ball hit the bottom and rush toward them. Its flashes grew brighter with each second.
“Stop!” he yelled, pushing on the dashboard, arms taut against it.
A rushing, gurgling sound indicated the mercury ballast was flooding the aft tank. Within seconds, the Glider had leveled off and was drifting slowly downward.
Clang! Screeeech! Thump!
It scraped the bottom with a jolt, vibrating violently as it slid to a stop.
“My God, Marker. Do you always land that hard?” Briscoe asked, his face showing white in the instrument’s glow.
Exhaling sharply, the chaos ended, smiling, he looked at Briscoe. “No. Not always, Chief. Sometimes I hit harder.”
“Well, I’d have to change my pants after that,” he snickered, adjusting himself in his seat.
* * *
Moving the controls, Cross said, “Let’s go find Adam.”
The Glider, its floods illuminating the ocean floor, rose slowly. Cross nudged forward, pushed left rudder; it spun slowly in a tight circle sweeping a panorama of the surrounding area. The scintillation probe remained dark. Then a distant flash, from the pi-ball’s beacon, caught Briscoe’s eye.
“There’s the pi-ball! About one-o’clock, fifteen meters out.” Briscoe said, pointing forward.
Cross straightened the Glider, maneuvering slowly toward it. The comforting purr of the propulsion motors put them over the pi-ball in minutes. Light flashed from the bottom viewport illuminating the cabin in pulses.
He locked the coordinates into the inertial navigation system, then lifted it under the Glider by the catch hook. He planned to release it near Adam, providing a return beacon for their retrieval trip. “Now I’m going to start an outward spiral shifting ten meters out with each circle. We’ll start slow, then increase our speed with each loop, up to our maximum four-knot speed, as we spin outward. Keeps us from getting dizzy. I’ll set the guidance at three minutes per loop. In an hour, we’ll have cleared a two-hundred-meter radius from the pi-ball. Not fast, but thorough. Just so you know,” said Cross.
“Good search technique,” replied Briscoe. How long do you think it’ll take to find the warhead.”
“Until the probe flashes, Chief. No idea really, but we’re way better off than a blind search. Now sit back, relax and keep your eyes peeled. No sleeping.”
He reached to the control panel, dialed in the trajectory and pushed Go. Hydraulic motors whined, moving the rudders as the propulsion blades began churning slowly through the water, filling the cabin with a soothing whop-whop-whop-whop sound.
* * *
In the fourth hour, seventy-five loops into the search, seven-hundred-and-fifty meters from the pi-ball, the probe flashed briefly, awakening neither Briscoe nor Cross. They had both struggled to stay awake, but were overtaken by lack of sleep and the peaceful motion of the sub.
Three minutes later, it flashed again, brighter, with greater frequency. Cross flinched at the flashes, shielding his eyes with a hand. He jerked bolt upright, realizing the probe was alarming. He grabbed Briscoe’s arm. “Chief! Chief! We’ve found Adam. Wake up!”
“Huh? What?” he said, rubbing his eyes. Too drowsy to notice the rapid pulses of light filtering through the viewport, he ignored the call. Then, “Holy shit! It’s Adam!” he shouted, finally realizing what was happening.
Seconds passed; the light was gone. “What happened?” asked Briscoe, craning his neck toward the viewport.
“We should orbit back over it in three minutes. Just wait.”
As predicted, the next loop brought even faster, brighter flashes. Cross jammed the Save Location button on the GINS as they peaked. Stopping the auto search, he u-turned to the saved location and continued outward, away from the pi-ball. They could barely see the small black cone lying near the mud as they approached with the probe flashing in their eyes.
“Stop! There it is,” Briscoe shouted. Pointing down, his hand shaking with adrenaline, he stared out on Adam, resting on a colorful coral growth.
Cross killed the motors, leaving them adrift. With neutral buoyancy, they hovered, motionless, over the warhead. Instinctively he pushed the Save Location button again, locking Adam’s coordinates into the GINS memory.
Remembering his plan, wanting redundancy, he moved the Glider closer, a few meters away from Adam, and released the hook latch, dropping the pi-ball next to the coral reef. Now the two cones lay together, only yards apart on the ocean floor, a thousand feet down. He could easily return.
* * *
Sighing, relieved, he looked at Briscoe, held up his hand for a high-five and said, “We did it Chief. Now the hard part. We’ll return to the ship, drop the probe and caucus with Broward. Then the relocation program. Now that’s gonna be fun.”
“Yeah, Marker, if you think this is fun, I can’t wait to see what you do for excitement.”
* * *
It took a little over an hour to return to the ship, going the direct way this time. The Glider popped to the surface near the rail deck area at three p.m. Clouds were gathering toward the west.
Cross pushed the microphone and asked, “Trident bridge, Canyon Glider portside. Lower the rails for docking. ”
“Welcome back, Glider. You’re early. Crying uncle already?”
“I don’t know. Are we gonna be piped aboard this fine afternoon?” said Cross, winking at Briscoe.
The gruff voice returned, “What in the hell for? We only do that for dignitaries and flag officers.”
“Well we beat your brainless robots. We found and tagged Adam. He’s ready for disarming or relocation. Whichever you prefer.”
Silence.
“Do you copy Trident bridge?”
Silence.
The 1MC announced a message, unheard by them.
Overhead, the crane swiveled the rail dock over the side and lowered it to the waterline.
Smoothly, Cross slid the Glider onto the rails. “Ready for winching, bridge,” he said. He twirled the lock and threw back the hatch, welcoming the fresh air. Waves crashed against the Glider’s hull spraying seawater in on them. “Ready for winching, bridge,” he repeated, more insistent.
Quietly, swiftly they rose to deck level. Through the open hatch, echoing from the 1MC, they heard, "Lay to the quarterdeck the sideboys." Out, topside, on the port side, were two lines of four sideboys, standing at attention, saluting, near the dock’s resting spot. With the jolt of landing, Cross stood through the hatch, looking out to see what was happening on the deck.
Immediately, the quartermaster trilled the bosun’s call through the air, welcoming them aboard. Cross pulled himself out onto the Glider’s hull, looked back in and said, “Chief, get your ass out here. You’re going to want to see this.”
Briscoe poked his head up and looked around, tears welling in his eyes. He had always been on the other side, standing, saluting, never expecting to be honored like this. He jumped through the hatch and sat beside Cross, taking it all in. It was the pinnacle of his life. Gone from his mind were patrol cruisers and gridlocked traffic.
Still atop the yellow hull, ignoring four ruffles and flourishes from the 1MC, they chatted briefly. “Hey Chief, we did good, huh?”
“Yeah, Marker, we did good. I’m really proud of you. Never in my wildest dreams, teaching you, did I think you’d be piped aboard a ship. And you’re not wearing stars either.”
“You are the man, Chief. It all started with you. According to the 1MC you have four. How does it feel, Admiral?”
“Good, Marker. Good. Now, let’s go see the Captain, then hit the Mess line. I’m starving.”
* * *
Jumping down to the deck, they saw at the far end of the sideboy columns, the Captain waiting, smiling. Something they rarely saw. He stepped up to them, hand extended, and said, “Congratulations, men. You bested my machines as I thought you would. You took my challenge and won. I just knew you weren’t average divers. Too bad you’re not still serving with us. You’d both be wearing stars.”
Exchanging smiles, they looked back at the Captain. “What next, sir?” Cross asked.
Looking out to the west, over the railings, he said, “From the looks of those storms coming toward us, we’ll be dead in the water for a day or so. Nobody launches. We’ll have plenty of time to plan our next move, tomorrow. Now why don’t you fellows head down to Mess and chow down. I opened it for you. Private meal for our dignitaries.”
“Thank you, sir. We’re famished. That took way longer than we expected. But it was worth it.”
* * *
With the deck returning to normal, Bluefins being hauled aboard, set carefully in their cradles, they went to Mess, warmly welcomed by the Culinary Specialists. They had pulled out all the stops: prime rib for dinner, laid out in a large spread on a white linen tablecloth at the Captain’s table, a moment they would never forget.
* * *
“Poole, here,” the scrambled voice answered.
“Lieutenant Poole, this is Captain Broward aboard the Trident Tine.”
“Oh hello, Captain. Hope you’re calling with good news.”
“That I am, Lieutenant. Cross and Briscoe just located Adam, tagged him; he’s ready for extraction. About a mile west of us, toward Santa Catalina, a thousand feet down.”
“Oh my God, Captain. Can you say that again? I’m afraid I didn’t hear you correctly.” Her voice trembled with excitement.
“I said the diving team you sent out has been successful in their search. They found the warhead, not far from us, thanks to your GPS coordinates and Cross’s determination and ingenuity.”
The line paused; over the scrambler-carrier buzz, he heard Poole excitedly screaming the news back to her crew. Back on the phone she asked, “What are you going to do with it now?”
“Exactly what I was going to ask you, Lieutenant. Do you have a bomb squad that could disarm it?”
“Normally I would, but not one bound up in deep-sea diving suits in a thousand feet of water. They just won’t go for that.”
“I don’t blame them either. Not a decent working environment for any task. Impossible for disarming a nuclear bomb. If they make a mistake, it takes them and most of southern California with it. Best to move it further out to sea and let it explode.”
“Well I suppose so, but won’t that hurt the environment?”
“Tell you what, Lieutenant. If I remember correctly, you have nuclear specialist on your team, Gruber, I think. Pass the scenarios by him and ask for recommendations. I already have one from Cross. He wants to deep-six it two-hundred miles west, toward Hawaii. The ocean’s about two miles deep there. Should be nothing more than a big mushroom water splash, possibly visible from your coast. Maybe a little fire mixed in, but no damage to California. Or Hawaii.”
“I’ll do just that Captain. He’ll be glad to help. He always is.”
“Can you get me an answer tomorrow? A storm’s coming; we can’t dive, so we’ll be idle. Call me anytime.”
“Will do, Captain. Batten down those hatches. Poole out.”
* * *
With ComSec still holding his secure line, he flashed the hook, bringing the operator back on line. “Now connect me with Commander Norton, NWS Seal Beach. Thank you.”
“Commander Norton.”
“Roger, this is Tim Broward. I have some crow to eat. Your fellows, Cross and Briscoe found Adam today. Sorry I doubted you.” Between senior officers, formalities often dropped in favor of efficiency. This was one of those times.
He held the phone from his ear, before Norton yelled, “Woo-hoo! Told you so Broward.”
“I just gave them four ruffles and flourishes when they boarded with the news. They are as good as you say they are. Just to let you know. Thank you for sending them my way.”
“No problem, Tim. Just remember that next time you doubt my judgment.”
“I will. Oh, Roger, speaking of judgment, I could use your opinion on another matter. What do we do with Adam now. Can’t defuse him. Can’t leave him where he is. Too close to the coast.”
“Hmm. With the short fuse, I say you take him out to a harmless distance off shore and drop him down.”
“How far out? Suggestions?”
“I’d say a couple hundred miles, Tim. Find some deep canyon, a couple miles down, and lose him there. The press will report it as a lost bomb that fortunately landed in a harmless location. Don’t say it’s nuclear. They’ll attribute any marine life loss to Fukushima. I’ll go along with that: a conventional bomb, lost from our NWS inventory on a training exercise. We’ll get a slap on the wrist, not much more. Or blame an underwater volcano. That will work, too.”
“Ýou’re a genius, Roger. I’ll keep you updated. Broward out.”
* * *
Contented, he went to the Mess Hall to meet with the XO and plan the new POD. It would be simple: storms. His table was clear by now, Briscoe and Cross had dined and were sitting around the TV watching a movie. Dr. Strangelove was playing amid hoots and whistles. They all cheered for the cowboy, Major Kong, to ride the bomb.

STORM DELAY

3.4.0
“Reveille! Reveille! Reveille! all hands heave out and trice up. Reveille!” The day started with the 1MC echoing reveille, but the deck stood empty; the crew waiting below, avoiding lightning strikes, drenching rain and blustery winds. Waves rocked the ship at regular intervals, spraying water over the deck. Thunder rumbled nearby under blackening clouds.
* * *
Early, a call came from Poole. Broward, sitting at his desk, listened as she told him of Gruber’s comments on Adam’s disposal. He recommended the same as Cross and Norton, less the clandestine approach. Instead of lies, not fitting the Navy, he suggested the truth. It would eventually rise to the surface, anyway, placing the blame on Fogner.
“So he concurs with the others: drop him out at sea?”
“Yes, but stay within the two-hundred nautical mile boundary of international waters. That should avoid U.N. and other international involvement; keeping our problems at home, so to speak.”
“Point taken, Lieutenant. Thank you for your information. Also, thank Gruber for me.”
* * *
He released the call and set about making a delivery plan. First came a meeting with Lieutenant Bill Harper, the Osprey’s pilot. A fit career man resembling Keanu Reeves, thirty-two, black hair, proudly wearing aviator wings on his chest, he sat immersed in the Captain’s plan. With nine years of Naval flight experience, he was trained to fly many aircraft; the Osprey was his favorite.
Broward continued, “… so they’re going to bring the warhead up, drop it on the rail dock, then we’ll hoist it up to the deck. That’s where you come in. You’ll need to drop a line down to the deck, let our crew attach it, then head west out over the Pacific, one-hundred-eight nautical miles, lay it on the surface, and release it. Do not go beyond that. Simple.”
“But why am I doing that? Relocating it? I thought I was to take it to NWS Seal Beach for refurb and storage. I have the flight plan,” said Harper, confused with the Captain’s new plan.
“Harper, what you’ve heard is not entirely true.” He lowered his voice, leaning closer. “It’s a cover to avoid panicking everyone. Now, what I’m about to tell you goes no further than this room, okay? It’s classified Top Secret, NOFORN. You’re cleared for that, right?”
Harper nodded. “Yes I am Captain,” he replied, leaning forward in his chair.
“It is a missile warhead, as you heard, a Trident Missile W-88, but it’s armed, timed to explode on March 14th. We suspect it’s booby trapped, too. That’s why we’re not attempting to disarm it. It was created by a deranged terrorist of American nationality to avenge his downfall at society’s hands. He’s a nuclear scientist, so we’re pretty sure the warhead’s real. He worked with them before; probably took one home for a souvenir.”
Absorbing the information, Harper dropped his head, shook it, then stared back into his eyes. “All right, Captain. If someone has to do it, it might as well be me. I have no problem. If I’m thirty yards or thirty miles away, I’m still toast. I can get it out in a couple hours and be back by chowtime. Who’s going with me to man the drop line? When does this happen? It’s pretty dangerous flying weather out there right now.”
“The sub’s returning to the warhead for retrieval tomorrow morning, if the weather’s clear. They should have it on the deck, ready for your pickup by noon. You’ll see a commotion when it’s lifted aboard. Have the Osprey ready to fly by then. Pick your flight crew, whomever you wish. Tell them it’s an exercise. Anything but what it really is.”
“Gotcha, sir. Just another day in paradise, so they say.”
“I’ll recommend a Presidential Medal of Honor for you, Harper. It’ll make it worth your effort.”
“Yes sir! May I go, sir? I’ve got things to prepare: drop lines and stuff.” He stood, backed off, and saluted.
“Yes. Go with God, Lieutenant. Our lives depend on you. I’ll be on deck to see you off tomorrow. Remember, not a word.”
“Aye, aye, Cap’n,” he said, rushing through the door, down the hallway.
* * *
Pulling a notepad from his drawer, he began to make notes. All the activities he planned were not for publication in the POD. He was having trouble keeping his fabrications straight: who knew and who didn’t. At the top were Cross and Briscoe. They knew more than he knew about the case and search. Below them was Poole, holding the most knowledge of the case but little of the search.
Interrupting his thoughts came a knock at his door.
“Enter,” he said.
Briscoe entered, Cross trailing behind.
“Ah, my A-Team. What can I do for you chaps today?”
“Well, thank you Captain. Didn’t know you considered us the A-Team,” said Cross.
“I can’t very well call you my Adam-Team, it would raise eyebrows. A-Team works better.” He paused, then smiled and continued, “but you are my A-team, in more ways than that. Best divers I’ve ever had on my ship.”
“We’ll thank you sir.” Briscoe grabbed Cross’s shoulder and said. “And this is the very best student I’ve ever had. He’s now teaching me.”
“Now enough of that. What do you two need for your recovery dive tomorrow? I’ve cleared the Osprey to pick up Adam shortly after noon, if that sounds reasonable.”
Nodding together, they agreed.
Briscoe cleared his throat. “We’d like to use a hard-shell ADS. I have plenty of experience with them. We’ll need a close interface with Adam to see what secrets he holds. Can’t do that with the Glider’s viewport.”
Broward put his hand to his forehead. “Hmm. We haven’t used the hard-shell in a while. May have to dust off the cobwebs, but I’ll send two men with you to clean it up and test it. Now if you’d rather use our new Exosuit, it’s a self-contained, one-atmosphere jointed suit. We just acquired it last year for a quarter mil. It’s rated down to 1400 feet for over three days, weighs a couple-hundred pounds on land and has adjustable buoyancy at depth. Also has baseband communication for underwater speech. How about that?”
“Well I’ve died and gone to heaven, Captain. Mind if I use it?”
“Of course not, but I’m curious now. How do you plan to bring Adam up?” asked Broward.
Cross answered, “Same way I did nine years ago, with a lost black box; our last dive together. The Chief rides down in the Glider’s arms, jumps off, helps me get Adam secured, then rides it back up, cowboy style.”
“Cowboy style?” Broward asked, cocking his head.”
“Yeah, just like Major Kong in Dr. Strangelove. Except he won’t have a cowboy hat to wave. It would wash away.”
Grinning, Broward probed further. “What about the radiation? Is that a danger?”
Briscoe answered, “No not really, not underwater. It’s mainly the radioactive isotope dust that gets you; the ionization is fairly harmless through water. Besides I’ve got plenty of pills to care of that; I’m not worried.”
The Captain looked down at his list, penciled a checkmark beside their name, and stood. “Well guys, I have some preparations before the morning so if you’ll excuse me, I’ll see you on deck for launch, 0800 hours sharp. That will give you enough light to launch and four hours to return by noon.
Cross popped a salute. “Fine, sir. Permiss--.”
“Oh stop that. Just go save the world. That will be quite enough.” Grinning, Broward left for the bridge.
* * *
They wandered the ship for over an hour, searching for the dive suit lockers. Finally, a crewman directed them to a suite of lockers at the rear corner of the Maintenance Bay. Opening a large brown locker, Briscoe stood in awe, staring at the most advanced diving suit he had seen. He rubbed his hand over it, admiring its white aluminum-covered exoskeleton. The polished metallic joints swiveled at his touch. It reminded him of an astronaut’s space suit, yet he knew it was much stronger. A space suit, designed to keep atmospheric pressure, 14.7 PSI, in, paled in comparison to the Exosuit, keeping out over 600 PSI. A threatening, hostile environment, even more unforgiving than outer space.
He tried to lift the suit from its hanger; it didn’t budge. “It’s going to take a small crew to suit me up,” Briscoe said, “but from what I see, not nearly the crew for a hard shell. Maybe two or three men.”
“Exactly four men,” said a seaman, approaching from his office. “We’ll load it on the elevator; have it on deck by 0700 hours. Suit you up, pressurize it, and you’ll be ready to dive by 0800 hours. Orders from the Captain.”
“Okay,” he said, “I’ll see you out on deck at seven sharp. Anything special I should do or wear?”
“You’ll be in an 80–20 atmosphere just like air, standard pressure, too. It will be a little chilly in the deep Pacific. The metal joints get cold. Consider a jacket or sweater. That’s all. No special precautions.”
“Thanks. See you tomorrow.” He turned to Cross and said, “Going down to the gym. Work up a sweat. See you later.”
“I’m going out to pull the probe off Gilda. Can’t have that on there with you riding.”
“Yeah, take care. Don’t get blown off deck.”
* * *
Later, in their bunks, they played tomorrow’s dive repeatedly in their minds; Briscoe walking through the challenges of deep-sea, ocean-floor diving, Cross rehearsing the robotic arm control levers. It had been a while since he last used them.

MOVING DAY

3.5.0
They spent a restless, sleepless night, anticipating the morning’s dive. Reveille echoed down the hallway, irritating Briscoe. Out of his bunk in seconds, he was dressed, headed to Mess. The bunk, slamming the wall, alerted Cross to the time.
“I’m right behind you, Chief,” he said, crawling into on his jumpsuit.
Hands clapped, greeting his entry into the room. Officers rushing through breakfast recognized him, then applauded faster, louder with Cross’s entry. Word of their discovery had passed over the ship faster than the storm. Their final dive would allow the Captain to pull anchor and head the ship back to San Diego. They were the ticket home.
* * *
“Aren’t you having breakfast?” Cross asked.
“Just coffee. Too nervous for food. I’d hate to upchuck in the Exosuit.”
“I know where you’re coming from, Chief. I’ve done it in a rough DSV ride. No fun then, or later cleaning it up. Just cereal for me. Much easier to keep down.”
Briscoe sipped coffee, thinking back to their dive together in different vessels, him in a hard-shell, Cross in Dipsy. “So how are you going to handle me? Remember?”
“Like an egg: raw not hard-boiled. Yes, I remember your words exactly, like it was yesterday.”
“Precisely. And if I signal both arms up, touching over my head?”
“You’re okay.”
“One arm up, waving?”
“You’ve got a problem or are in trouble.”
“Good, Marker. And if I move my extended arm toward my chest?”
“Come toward you.”
“That’s how I’ll signal you when I have Adam ready to load.”
Cross held up his hand, stopping Briscoe’s lesson. “Chief, do you remember that the Exosuit has a baseband voice communicator built in? You can just talk to me, like a normal conversation. I’ll answer back using my external intercom. We shouldn’t need hand signals.”
“Remember that other cardinal rule I taught you? The most important one?”
“Redundancy?”
“Exactly. That’s why the hand signals. It’s impossible to be too careful a thousand feet down.”
“Chief, do not worry. I’ve got your back down there. Just remember you’re not as young as you were. Don’t overexert. Don’t twist or break anything. Take it easy. You have three days of air; I have the same. We’ll make it no matter what happens.”
Smiling, he commented, “I guess I better take my wheelchair down, too. Just in case.”
Cross spit his coffee at that, imagining Briscoe being carried down in an Exosuit wheelchair. “I didn’t mean that, Chief. It’s just that you’re no spring chicken any more. Too many donuts, too much time sitting in a cruiser.”
“Don’t judge me, Marker. I’ll whip your ass in a marathon, anytime.”
They chatted, still drinking coffee, until the room emptied. “Oh crap, it’s six-forty-five. I have to be on deck by seven for suit-up.” Briscoe chugged the last of his coffee, now lukewarm, stood and tugged Cross’s arm. “Let’s go, Marker. We’ve got a world to save.”
* * *
As they topped the stairs, the large deck cover was clanking, retracting into its roller. From the void below, the maintenance elevator appeared, lifting the futuristic diving suit, hanging from a large complicated rack, to deck level. Eighteen red swivel joints, gleaming polished metal, interrupted the smooth flow of the white metallic exterior. In the dawning light, it was an otherworldly scene. Four crewmen, adjusting fittings, connecting hoses and checking seals, surrounded it. “Hey Briscoe, want to come try this on?” yelled a crewman.
* * *
“Step very carefully into the legs, then slip the suspenders over your shoulders. That’ll hold them up while we secure the top. This is a three-step process, bottom, top, then helmet. After you’re in, we turn on your electronics, air scrubber and pressure control. From that time on, you’re self-contained, feeling and experiencing the same environment, whether you’re on this deck or a thousand feet down. Of course, underwater you’ll be lighter; the extra weight of the suit disappears. Got it?” He backed off, offering Briscoe a hand up a small ladder. Stepping into the bottom of the suit, one leg at a time, Briscoe was unhooked from the rack. “Now slide the suspenders over your shoulders. Ready for the top?”
Cross chuckled, watching from aside, thinking he looked like a rodeo clown wearing the big-waist, suspendered pants they always wear.
Realizing he was about to vanish into the suit, he walked over and held out a hand. “Good luck, Chief. I’ll be waiting in the Glider, prepping it for the dive.”
“Yeah, Marker. Good luck to you, too. When I’m done here I’ll waddle over and we can make a plan. Make sure the probe’s gone. Won’t be needing that anymore.”
He went back to the Glider, leaving Briscoe fighting the suit, wriggling into the arms, tucking himself in.
* * *
“Hey Mr. Cross, can you release the manipulators? You’ll need this probe off,” asked a crewman, appearing from nowhere, straining to loosen the cylinder.
“Sure, let me hop in. Tried to take it off yesterday. Too heavy. Just take a second.”
Clunking, whining, the claws opened, releasing their grip on the scintillation probe. It dropped, rolling loose over the upturned arms. “That’s got it. Thanks,” yelled the crewman. Three other crewmen ran up, grabbed the probe and carted it off.
“Hey, we added a suit rack on your bow. Bolted on tight. That way you can see out the viewport. When you get to depth, he can step off or just swim off using his swim fins.”
“Thanks, buddy. This is new to me: the Exosuit and all.”
“Just remember, it’s a swimmable suit; he can swim around the bottom in it. Surface at any time if he needs to; no decompression time needed. ”
“Wow. That’s a long way off from the old hard shells.”
“Don’t exceed one knot though, or he may blow off. Not very hydrodynamic, standing up in the rack.”
“Roger that. Thanks.”
* * *
With the scintillator heading off toward the cradles, he ran the manipulator arms through the range-of-motion tests, assuring himself they wouldn’t touch or affect the new suit fixture. They passed with no problem. He continued the predive check out, not thinking of the importance of the dive. To him every dive was as important as any other, since any simple slip-up could cost him his life.
Activating the external intercom, he heard deck sounds, voices yelling, cables straining, over the cabin’s speaker. He spoke “test” into the microphone; the speaker echoed back, confirming its operation.
Clomp. Clomp. Clomp. From the left side of the viewport, the white suit, ribbed in red swivel joints, appeared. Briscoe, a real life Buzz Lightyear, stepped awkwardly toward him. His head glistened with sweat behind the thick acrylic faceplate, miniaturizing his face. “I heard your ‘test’ loud and clear, Marker,” boomed the Exosuit’s transducer.
“I hear your voice and your pressure regulator hissing. I guess this thing works,” Cross spoke from the cabin. Both voices echoed over the deck, stopping the crew in their tracks, eavesdropping on the conversation.
“Step on the platform and attach yourself. There’s supposed to be a latch for your suit to the side of the viewport.”
“I see it. I just gained a few hundred pounds, so I’m moving a little slow. Bear with me.” He grunted, struggling onto the r& a loud click signaled his connection. “I’m on. Feels tight. Let’s go.”
Cross keyed the radio, “Ready for winching, bridge.”
Roaring and groaning, the crane swung over the Glider and grabbed the rail dock.
“Copy that, Glider. Winching. Good luck guys.”
* * *
The trip down to the warheads took a little over two hours. The squawker was weak, its battery nearly depleted, after the storm’s delay. Cross remembered the crewman telling him the battery would last about twenty-four hours, so he had switched from passive sonar to inertial navigation to complete the approach. Briscoe riding up front was enjoying the beauty of the ride.
“So you think I make a good hood ornament, Marker?”
Cross laughed. “Turn on your suit floods. Hold up one arm and you’ll be the Glider god, leading us onward.”
In the added floodlights, Briscoe shouted, “Adam sighted. Two o’clock, twenty meters ahead. Slow and steady, Marker.”
Cross pulled back the throttle, bringing the Glider to a halt a few meters over the pi-ball and Adam. With the ballasts balanced, the Glider hovered there, slowly drifting in the deep-water currents. “You’re good to go, Chief,” he said. “Look it over and see what we’re dealing with. Watch out for traps, too. If we suddenly see God, We’ll know it was rigged.”
“Don’t be so pessimistic, Marker. We’ll never feel it.”
The amplified click of the harness unlocking jolted Cross; light from the suit’s external floods adding to the Glider’s revealed a scene from Finding Nemo. His eyes adjusting, the ocean floor glowed in the artificial light, iridescent fish flickered above and below them, curiously watching. Adam was there, resting cone down, in a neon-colored coral growth.
“Such beauty with such destruction: beauty and the beast,” Briscoe said, drifting off the platform toward the warhead. The small fins on his feet propelled him forward. Catching his balance he narrowly avoided tripping over Adam. Wedging himself against the coral, he stood, bending over the warhead inspecting it.
“What do you see, Chief?”
“Looks like it’s been modified. The tip of the nose cone is gone, replaced with a thick metal cover. It’s secured with eight locking levers. Should I try to open it. I think I can.”
“Uh, I don’t recommend that, Chief. It may be the last thing you do. Do you hear anything? See any lights? Bubbles?”
“Shhh,” he said. “Let me listen.”
Through the viewport, Cross watched him bend over the warhead, frozen, listening.
“I hear a quiet beeping, about once per second. That means it’s still alive. Want me to load it into the manipulators?”
“Yeah. I need a few seconds first. Gotta talk to my Maker. Tell him it’s not time to meet him, yet. You know what I mean?”
“Me too.”
* * *
Briscoe signaled he was ready by standing upright, then motioning Cross to approach.
“Easy does it,” he said. The Glider moved closer. “Stop!” He reached down with his claws, grasped the narrow part of the cone and lifted it into the left manipulator arm. The added weight dropped the Glider to the floor, kicking up silt around them.
“Can you see to slide the other arm under it?” asked Briscoe.
“Not really, but I’ll try.”
“I’m going to lift the heavy end a few inches off the floor. When I do, slide the arm forward.”
“You sure, Chief? Talk me through it.”
“Ungh! Okay, go now. I can’t hold it long.” His voice was straining.
Cross nudged the joystick forward, moving the arm toward Briscoe.
“Stop! This ain’t going to work, Marker. It’s too angled and too heavy for me to lift with this suit.”
“What about your buoyancy, Chief? Can you blow some ballast and lift it that way?”
“I’ve got a heads-up display in my helmet. Let me see if I can do that. Just a moment.”
* * *
While he read the display, Cross began thinking of a contingency plan.
“Nope, I don’t think I can. There is something on blowing ballasts, but can’t read it with the sweat in my eyes.”
“Well. I’ve got a way, I think. Can you reach the cable loop below the rack?”
“What for?”
“It’s a tow cable for underwater emergencies. Just flip the levers holding it to the hull and pull it off. You might be able to loop it around the warhead, then over the manipulators and tie it on.”
“Let me try. I’ll give it a shot.”
Briscoe blocked the viewport removing the cable, then returned to the warhead, and began wrapping the cable around it, under and over it, until he bound it tightly to the arms.
“Try moving them up,” he said. Releasing his grip, he waited.
The arms budged, then with hydraulic pumps roaring, rose from the floor, holding the warhead tightly in place.
“I think that’s got it, Marker.”
“Okay, hop on the platform. We’re taking him back.”
* * *
Seconds passed, Briscoe straining but not moving. “My right leg is caught between two corals. Stuck. I can’t pull it free.” His voice was calm, yet anxious. He had been in the same position many times before. Coral reefs, outgrowths and cables seemed to have an affinity for legs.
“Can you pull yourself up on the manipulators?”
“Unh. Argh. No, apparently not.”
Cross could hear his heavy breathing as he struggled against the coral. “Okay, I’m going to turn the Glider into a bulldozer for a minute. Try to stand clear of the manipulators; I’ll push the coral away from your leg.”
“Watch the warhead. Don’t lose it.”
Inching forward, the manipulators dropped, contacting the coral. Cross pushed the throttle forward, the propulsion motors groaned, then the coral shifted, moving the slightest amount.
“I’m free,” Briscoe yelled. Excitedly, he pulled away and swam toward the Glider. In an instant, he was on the platform, attaching himself, ready to surface. “Let’s go home, Marker. Get this monster moved.” He stared at it, inches away, imagining the destruction it could cause.
“Hang on tight, Chief. This nightmare is nearly over.”
* * *
The two-and-a-half-hour trip back to the ship seemed like days. The added drag of Briscoe’s suit and the warhead, crosswise in the manipulators, slowed the Glider’s progress to a crawl. Even though Cross wanted to rush, his watch was nearing twelve, he kept it moving cautiously, slowly through the water until he saw the surface above them lighten. As if studio lights were turned up, the world around them came back to life, fish swimming around them, water glittering in the midday sun, the dark shadow of the ship looming over them. They were home.
* * *
“Trident bridge, can you drop the rail dock another meter or so. We’re riding lower in the water.”
The radio squawked, “Welcome home, Glider. Got a delivery for us?”
“Yep. Prepare the Osprey. It’ll be topside in a few minutes. Let’s get this thing out of here,”
“Roger, Glider. Winching you up.”
* * *
Back on deck, the Glider was surrounded by crewmen, rushing to remove Briscoe and unravel the cable holding Adam to the manipulators. Cross threw back the hatch and crawled up, gulping fresh sea air into his lungs. The Glider’s air scrubber had weakened with the added loads, but he hadn’t noticed. He jumped down to the deck, ran up to Briscoe and helped him down, off the platform.
“Doing okay, Chief?” he asked, glancing down at the mangled foot joint.
“I think so. Good to be back.”
* * *
As he helped him back to the suit rack, the crewmen moved Adam away from the Glider and slid a harness over him. A loop at the top awaited the Osprey’s hook. They waved back toward the helipad, signaling Harper. Spinning slowly at first, the rotors came to full speed, roaring and lifting the Osprey from the pad. White caps on the waves below blew off in all directions in the rotors’ downdrafts.
The aircraft made a small circle overhead, then came to a stop, hovering over the rail dock. Only fifty feet overhead, the rotors caused hurricane force winds over the deck.
Cabled to the deck, the crew of four grabbed the hook as it swung over their heads, pulled it down to the warhead’s harness and thrust it through, locking the safety catch over it tightly. The lead crewman looked up and gave a thumb’s up to the hook operator, standing in the open doorway above. The Osprey roared, rising skyward, lifting the warhead off the deck. Slowly it turned west and headed off toward the horizon.
It’s roar was quickly replaced by another one from the deck. The crew knew their task was complete. They could go home. Not caring where the warhead was going, they rejoiced as it disappeared.
Cross slapped Briscoe’s hand with a high-five. “Let’s go down to Mess. I’m buying lunch.”
“You’re on,” he said, heading toward the stairs.
* * *
Entering the Mess, they saw Broward sitting with the XO. “Come over here guys, I want to shake your hands. I’ve already notified Poole; she went crazy happy. She says to thank you, too.”
They obliged, accepted his congratulations, and turned toward the line. “Not so fast, fellows,” he said. “Before we return to San Diego, rewarding the completed mission, we’re giving the crew a week’s shore leave in Los Angeles, doing all the visitor things, eating at fine restaurants, seeing star’s homes, visiting Disneyland, all that stuff. We’ll stay anchored out here, sending them ashore in tenders. Are you interested?”
Cross, glancing at Briscoe, shook his head. “Think I’ll stay aboard, Captain, if that’s all right. I sleep really well with the waves. It’ll be nice to rest a while out here, away from the chaos onshore.”
“As I, Captain. I’ll be back there, patrolling the same roads soon enough. This is a vacation for me. I’d like to stay.”
“Well, if you don’t mind rattling around on an empty ship, then it’s yours. The XO and I, with a few other crucial crew members, will remain behind, tending the ship. No dives, nothing. We’re used to the solitude. It’s our break from the constant chaos aboard the ship. The tenders will leave tomorrow morning at 0700 hours. Be there if you change your minds.”
“Not much chance of that, but thank you anyway, Captain,” said Cross.
“Go have some chow. You both deserved it.”
* * *
Over steaming coffee, plates overflowing with eggs, bacon and pancakes, they relived the dive. Two hours later, still analyzing the dive and the new Exosuit’s performance, they sipped their third cup.
Shortly, Lieutenant Harper entered the room, poured a coffee and looked around, “Mind if I sit with you heroes?”
“Speaking of yourself, Lieutenant. How did it go?”
“Uneventful as a pallet drop. The ocean was beautifully blue, so clear we could see the first twenty meters of his dive. We cheered him onward, downward until he vanished into the depths. He should be sitting two miles down by now. After that we rotated and headed home.” Looking at his watch, he added, “Just touched down five minutes ago. Dusting his hands, he said, “Done with him. Now we wait for the fireworks. Should be a pretty show.”
“You going ashore with the crew?”
“What? Why?”
Cross answered, “The Captain just told us--.”
The 1MC interrupted, “Attention all hands. A week’s shore leave has been granted by the Captain for your service. Tenders load at 0700 in the morning, heading to Long Beach Harbor. Thank you for your diligence and persistence during our search mission. It has now ended, successfully. Congratulations.”
Cheers and whistles erupted throughout the ship. The crew had been waiting for the moment, but, until the announcement, was not aware of its arrival. Crewmen ran wildly through the hallways and quarters, visiting friends, making plans and packing their duffel bags.
Taps came early, preparing the crew for the early morning departures.

SHORE LEAVE

3.6.0
Excitement gripped the crew as they waited in the long line, an hour before the first scheduled tender arrival. There were five coming for them but the first ones were always the newest, nicest ships with the best amenities for the one-hour cruise. With their duffels and backpacks slung over their shoulders, the crew stood talking about their plans, nicest places to eat, and, of course, the best clubs to visit. As always, there were those crewmen who had to be the first to step off the ship and onto land. They were there, in line, before reveille.
* * *
Cross was up, folding his bunk, by eight. Briscoe heard him, rolled over, one eye open, and mumbled, “It’s gonna be a late morning for me, Marker. Every muscle in my body aches today. Go on to Mess without me. I’ll drag my ass in when I can move again. That may not be until tomorrow.” He grabbed a bottle of aspirin from the overhead shelf, poured three out into his hand, chewed them, rolled over and went back to sleep.
* * *
Ready for a week of quiet relaxation, Cross stopped by the library after Mess, picked a book and took it topside; sitting on the deck, leaning against a large vent pipe, he was lost in the words of Tom Clancy again. He had picked The Hunt for Red October: his fourth time to read it. The morning sun warming his face against the cool sea breeze, the ship’s rocking took him aboard the HMS Invincible with Admiral White at the helm.
* * *
Hitting the Long Beach dock, the crew spread through the streets of Los Angeles like ants over sugar. They worked hard and played hard, enjoying every minute of their leave. Unknown to them it was to be a short week.

THE CLEANING CREW

3.11.0
Lt. Poole arrived at the crime lab office at 8 a.m. A normal Friday morning, the SID Lab was buzzing with the week’s remnants, trying to tie up loose ends before the weekend. Although most law enforcement officers worked all through the week, the investigation lab operated on a skeleton crew through the weekends. This was her weekend off. Realizing pi day was only three days out and Adam had been moved a safe distance from land, she had planned a long weekend with Pupski, watching movies and eating popcorn with her telephone forwarded to the switchboard.
Entering the lab, she noticed things were neater, cleaner than when she left yesterday. The floors were glassy; a sure tip-off. Thursday, deep-cleaning day, she thought. Unlocking her office, she stepped in and noticed a small note on her desk. Taped to the lower part of the note was a small yellow post-it note. First things, first, she grabbed her mug and headed to the coffee pot, filling it to the rim. Two sugar packs, stirred lightly, and she headed back to her office. “Morning Lieutenant,” Garcia said, poking her head in. “Ready for the weekend?”
“Of course, Delores. It’s been a hell of a month, getting rid of Adam. Now I can breathe again. Do you realize that Monday is pi day? We almost caught the bullet on that one. Yes, It’s going to be a beautiful weekend.”
“Well, thank you for everything you’ve done, Lieutenant, I thought things were going to critical mass anytime now. I’ll sleep better knowing he’s hundreds of miles offshore.”
Smiling at the compliment, she leaned back in her chair, propped her feet on the desk and picked up the note. It said:
March 10, 2016
Lt. Poole,
Found this slip of paper on the floor under a cabinet. May be important. Thought you would want to see it.
Deep Cleaning Crew

Before reading further, she examined the small attachment: a three by four inch yellow post-it note, slightly brown on the edges as if it had been heated in an oven, black thick ink from a marker pen, a thin smearing of a brown substance over the words. Oh, it’s just someone’s lost shopping list. Then she read on.
THINGS TO DO
#1 Introduce Adam
#2 Wax Poetic
#3 Publish
#4 Reunite Eve with Adam
#5 3.1415926

She read it again, trying to make sense of it. It slowly drifted back, slamming her in the face. A note written by Fogner. It must have been stuck to the newspaper clippings. She scanned it once more, understanding items one through three, then focused on #4 Reunite Eve with Adam. What the hell does that mean? Her stomach churned as it began to dawn on her. She darted her eyes to the big calendar by the door. Only four boxes remained unchecked. One was today. Nervously she rose to X the square, leaving only three and the third was pi day. Nauseous, she ran to the bathroom to throw up. Hovering over the toilet, her mind was whirling, spinning out of control. Could it be? How could we have been so stupid as to not anticipate another bomb?
Returning to her office, she collected her thoughts. Rummaging through her files, she pulled the Adam folder and extracted the decoded poem, reading it again. There it was: THERMONUCLEAR DESTRUCTIONS. Plural! They had originally passed it off as a grammatical error, but now she knew. There was another bomb, sitting in the ocean near where Adam had been. He reunited them.
Her mind flashed an image of the two weapons simultaneously exploding, creating two mushroom clouds in the distance. The cloud tops would eventually join, creating two fiery columns, a long flat mushroom cap connecting them: a gigantic iconic pi symbol in the sky, looming over Los Angeles. It would be Fogner’s signature move.
She bit at a split fingernail, brushed the hair from her face, wadded his note, and threw it away. There was another bomb! How could we have missed that? Where to start?
Broward had told her his crew would be on shore leave returning to the ship on the thirteenth. That was not enough time. He would have to call them back early to search for Eve. It was starting all over, but with no time for completion. She sat running the tasks over in her mind considering the short lead times.
* * *
“E. F. Lab, Jones speaking.” His voice was calm, relaxed.
Hers was desperate, pleading, trembling. “Warren, this is Poole in SID. We’ve got an emergency down here. Remember those coordinates you found from that radioactive Sea Ray’s Skyhook GPS?”
“Not likely to forget that for a while, Lieutenant. What’s up?”
“There’s another set of coordinates in that data: another Skyhook loop. Can you find it?”
“We’ll look, but it’ll probably take us a couple days. Can you work with that?”
“Yeah, if you can work with being vaporized the next day. There’s another bomb.”
“Holy shit! We’ll drop everything and get on it.” His voice had gone from calm to frantic in seconds.
“I suggest that, Warren. I’m calling the ship now to prepare them for the new search.”
“Good luck, Lieutenant. Gotta go now.”
* * *
She looked at her short list and ticked off the top item: Search coordinates. Next came the second item: Alert Broward.
“Broward here,” his scrambled voice boomed. Wincing, she held the phone out.
“Captain, this is Lieutenant Poole, Orange County SID. Got a second?”
“Why, yes Lieutenant I have lots of them right now, the crew’s on leave, enjoying your fine city. Any of them in trouble yet? Is that why you’re calling?”
“Er… no Captain, that’s not why I’m calling. There’s an Eve.”
She was used to the scrambler carrier quietly buzzing while he thought, but this time it was longer.
“I’m not understanding that. There’s an Eve? To go with Adam?” His voice was incredulous, even through the growling scrambler.
“Yes, sir. I’m afraid so. I assume it’s also set to explode on pi day. Fits Fogner’s demonic, iconic scenario. I’m getting the coordinates now.”
“Holy crap! Well, I’m going to have to call in the crew early from their leave. We do have an emergency recall on the books but I’ve never used it. Hope we can get enough crew members back to launch another search. I guess our lives depend on it, so I better get cranking. Three days, huh?”
“Yes sir. I’ll call back later today with the new coordinates: the E.F. Lab assured me of that.”
“I’m alerting the tenders right now. Then calling the crew’s cell phones with our automated messenger. Hope it works. Not all of them have cells. I’ll expect your call with our coordinates later. Goodbye, Lieutenant. Broward out.”
* * *
Now idle, her mind still racing, she stepped through the remaining calendar days. It would soon be down to hours. She called Gruber, the resident Nuclear Forensics Lab scientist.
“Charles Gruber. Go.”
“Dr. Gruber, this is Lieutenant Poole. We have a second bomb. This one’s named Eve.”
“Oh dear God. Where is it? From Fogner obviously: a mate for Adam.”
“Yes. We’re still recovering new coordinates from the Sea Ray’s GPS, but that’s not why I’m calling.”
“Oh?”
“We’re counting down days now but it will soon be hours. What do you think of Fogner’s pi-day edict? Did he mean midnight of the thirteenth, when the calendar clicks over to the fourteenth or something else.”
“I can see several scenarios, Lieutenant, none of them good. Midnight is a possibility, but that would be only 3.14. Taking it a few digits further, 15926 could be hours and fractions of hours. So fifteen hours would be three p.m. Accordingly 15.92 hours would be around three-fifty in the afternoon. Any more digits tweak it forward in seconds, then milliseconds. If we’re that close, it’s just too late. That’s my best guess, seeing his OCD fascination with numbers. Now, whether it’s in Pacific time or Greenwich time, I can’t tell. I would assume he would want them to go off when everyone is at work, concentrated in a small area, not in the outlying bedroom communities.”
“Thank you, Dr. Gruber. I have to put a stake in the ground somewhere and three-fifty p.m. is as good a point as any to place it. If it’s earlier, we’ll never know.”
“Well good luck, Lieutenant. You’re going to need it”
* * *
Cross and Briscoe stood in the Captain’s office listening, disbelieving.
“Do you mean there’s another bomb, Captain? Like Adam?” Briscoe asked.
“That’s what she said.”
“Well… what… where is it?” asked Cross.
“She’s pulling the data right now. Should have it in a while.”
“What can we do for now? The crew’s gone; we’re dead in the water.”
“Well, what will you need?”
Cross rubbed his chin. “For one thing, another pi-ball.”
“Excuse me? What’s a pi-ball?”
“That’s what we call the warhead clone the guys down in maintenance made for us. A ballooning throwback. We’ll need another one.”
“I see.” He looked at the returning roster. “Well, a few of them are already back on board. I’ll call down and get another one started. Anything else?”
“The scintillator. Has to be reattached to the Glider.”
“I’ll see to that, too. Remember, we’re short handed. May take a little bit longer. I’m shooting for you to dive tomorrow afternoon.”
“We’ll have to plan the dive. Things are different, but the same,” said Cross.
“I’ll need the Exosuit again. Can it be readied in time?” asked Briscoe.
“As long as our four launch technicians make it back. Shouldn’t be a problem.” He reread the roster. “Looks like one of them is already back. I’ll get him started on the recharge. Takes about twelve hours.”
“Thanks, Captain. Anything else?” asked Cross.
“No, just prepare your Glider. Dismissed.”
* * *
Broward, starting his duties, clicked the intercom, connecting with the Maintenance Bay. A voice answered, “Seaman Horn. What can I do for you, Captain?”
“Horn, make a list. I need the scintillator reattached to the Glider, a new warhead clone, just like the last one you built, and the Exosuit recharged for another dive.”
“Wow, Captain. I’m down here by myself. I can start on everything, but there is a problem.”
“Oh, what’s that?”
“A foot joint on the Exosuit was damaged on the last dive. Briscoe says he caught it in a coral reef. Can’t dive with it the way it is. It’s gonna take at least a day to repair it, when the dive techs return. Only one of them knows heliarc welding. I can get started on everything else. Still going to take a day to get all that done by myself.”
“Can we dive tomorrow?”
“I thought we were done, Captain. Why more dives?”
“We just learned there’s another lost nose cone. While we’re here, we’ll pick it up, too. Save us a trip back. So, think we can drop a dive tomorrow?”
“Don’t count on it Captain. There’s a lot of work to do. I don’t even see the crane operators back yet. They probably didn’t get the recall message. We’re at least forty-eight hours out from a dive.”
Broward cursed under his breath, wanting to explain the urgency to Horn, but he deferred, not intending to start a panic at this late date. “Fine, Horn. We’ll go when we’re set.”
* * *
Nervous, wanting faster results, he went topside and waited, roster clipboard in hand, by the tender landing platform. He could see the next one, still on the eastern horizon, crawling toward him. It was due to arrive in the next hour. He looked down the roster, circling the key people he needed to be aboard the incoming tender. There were Exosuit techs, crane operators and launch techs circled: fourteen in all. He paced the deck, waiting.
Forty-five minutes later the tender pulled alongside the platform, thirteen crewmen exited, frowning and grumbling over the canceled leave. Pulling one aside, just topping the ladder, the Captain asked, “Seaman, where is everyone? You must have received the message, why didn’t they? I’m still missing almost ninety men.”
“Captain, it’s this way. Most of us turn our cells off when we hit the shore. We’re either having too much fun or too drunk to answer it anyway. If I hadn’t promised a friend I’d call when I was in town, I’d never have seen the SMS message. It simply read, ‘Return to Ship.’ I was close to the harbor so here I am. I didn’t see the other crewmen in town or I’d have grabbed them.”
“Thank you, son. It’s nobody’s fault. We’ve just had an emergency mission pop up. I hated to do it, but now we have to find another missile tip.”
“Sir, if it’s all right, I’d like to unpack and get back on station now.”
“Thanks and carry on, seaman.”
* * *
Interrupting the offloading, the 1MC announced, “Captain Broward, you have a shore call in your office. ComSec is holding for you.”
“Broward here.”
“Captain, this is Lieutenant Poole. Our E.F. Lab found another Skyhook loop, as I suspected. It’s four miles straight out from Dana Point, about six miles south of Adam’s drop point. Got something to write with?”
“Yep, go ahead Lieutenant.”
“The loop centers on the point described by 33° 25’ 13.59” North, 117° 45’ 14.47 West. I’m reading that verbatim. Copy it?”
He read back the numbers for confirmation.
“Correct. Can you dive tomorrow?” Broward recognized the worry in her voice.
“That’s not looking very promising right now, Lieutenant. The data you just gave me makes it even more improbable. That’s a long trip for the Glider. We may have to pull anchor and move over it.”
“Do whatever you need to do, Captain, but please, please get it out of there. That’s closer than Adam was. It will certainly takeout Los Angeles and San Diego.” Pausing, she signed off, “I’ve done all I can do. Wish I could be of more help. I’ll be praying for your successful mission.”
“Thank you for the coordinates, Lieutenant Poole. We’ll do our best.”
“Oh, Captain, one more thing.”
“What’s that?”
“I questioned Gruber about a predicted explosion time. We know it’s on the fourteenth, but we don’t know what time.”
“I’ve been worried about that, too.”
“He reasoned, and I agree with him, that Fogner’s obsession with details probably led him to a literal translation of pi into time. I did a few calculations myself and concluded its most likely timeout is at three fifty-five and thirty-five seconds p.m. Hope we don’t need those extra seconds.” Laughing nervously, she disconnected.
He closed the ComSec line, pulled out his map, and studied the new coordinates. The distance was beyond the normal mini-sub range, making it a riskier trip for Cross and Briscoe, especially with the Exosuit, towing Eve. If anything happened to them, all was lost. He had no other options. They still had three days to find Eve, retrieve and dump her; he rapidly charted a course to the new coordinates and took them to the bridge,
“Captain, we don’t have the manpower to move the ship. They’re still on leave. How do you plan to do that?” asked the XO.
Energized, yet disappointed, he dropped the chart to his side and watched a new storm forming to the west. “We’ve got to move closer. The sub won’t make that distance, not with that load. Plus, there’s a new storm coming. Just can’t catch a break. I’ll be in my quarters. Notify me when we have enough crew to set sail.”
“Aye, Captain.” The XO returned to the helm, watching the next tender approach. It was still on the horizon, moving their way.

CLOSER

3.12.0
Reveille played to a half-full ship, still not enough crew to pull anchor, but an adequate number to begin preparations. Early Mess done, the maintenance crew went to work on the new clone, pounding metal, grinders throwing sparks; a new cone was taking shape. At the other end of the room, three Exosuit techs worked, refurbishing the suit, checking for damage, the foot joint remained twisted, locked in place. The welder had not yet returned.
On deck, activities were returning to normal; overhead, a crane was moving, lifting large cable reels and UUVs from their cradles into the hold, preparing for another storm. Crewmen rushed over the deck, securing loose items, looking to the west, trying to beat the weather. A morning tender pulled alongside, dropped a few dozen crewmen onto the platform, then moved off, returning for more.
* * *
In the ship’s bridge, the radar screen glowed with bright green and yellow patches, tracking approaching storm cells. Broward paced the room, looking at the calendar, then the radar, with each pass. It showed another delay, an unavoidable wait. He and the XO were the only ones that knew the real reason for the urgency of the move; their hands were tied, they couldn’t budge until the weather cleared. The crew was building back to normal; they would be full force tomorrow.
Below deck, in the Mess Hall, Cross and Briscoe waited, planning their dive. Ship’s officers moved around them, trays in hand, sitting at empty tables. Breakfast aromas drifted by them from each tray. Holding coffee in one hand, the new map, passed to them by the Captain at breakfast, in the other, Cross pointed, almost tipping his coffee, and said, “This one is closer to shore. If the contours are right, it may be deeper, too. Still above the Exosuit’s test depth, but close. We’re have to make a quick grab-and-go, bring it back to the ship, then hand it off to the Osprey.” He sighed. “You realize we may be working with only hours to spare, don’t you Chief.”
Briscoe nodded.
“Does that worry you?”
“If what the Captain says is true, that we have until three-fifty-five p.m. on the fourteenth, I don’t see a problem. Harper can pick it up, fly out, drop it, and return in two hours. That gives until about one-fifty-five to return it to the ship. We better start our dive early, like 0700, to give us a little slack time. There won’t be any penalties for being late, just a quick, painless death.”
“That’s a comforting thought, Chief,” he said, chuckling.
“Seriously, Marker, I want you to remember everything I’ve ever taught you. Keep one eye on Eve, one on me, and the other on your gauges; can’t go wrong that way.” He said, a wry smile covering his face.
“Got you, Chief.”
* * *
Briscoe’s coffee sloshed out, raced over the table, then splashed onto Cross’s shoes. The first swell brought the storm’s arrival. Overhead lights flickered, lightning flashed, thunder rumbled in its wake. A loud crash accompanied a tray sliding off a table; utensils and dishes flew over the floor. Men jumped at its suddenness. Crewmen waiting in the Mess line sat in nearby chairs, avoiding falling, sliding across the room. It was one of those storms.
Topside an arriving tender was turned away; conditions were too dangerous to dock. Harper was on the pad, tying down the Osprey while a crane operator winched up the cables; crewmen ran for shelter, scrambling into the stairwells.
It was time to wait out another storm.
* * *
The ship had been locked down tight until sunset. Activities had ceased, some crewmen were discussing their cancelled leave, wondering why, and others watched the television, cheering their teams on to the final 68. The tournament would start in three days; the day after pi-day, but no one suspected that day might never come.
* * *
A brilliant red sun, throwing orange daggers into the sky, dropped below the horizon, clouds raced inland, as the storm cleared. Soon the ship leveled, everything was calm; the smooth, rolling seas brought peace to the ship’s rhythm.
The maintenance crew, behind in their work, returned to the bay, continuing with their tasks. The welder, finally back from leave, sprayed fire over the floor as he began to repair the Exosuit’s failed joint. Another Exosuit tech polished the acrylic faceplate, breathing onto it, mouth open, then wiping the fogged areas with a white linen cloth. The cone builders welded the final plate over the exterior and began installing the lighted beacon.
It was all falling back into place. All they had to do was move six miles, re-anchor, then drop a dive to save the world, as Briscoe put it.
* * *
Taps sounded through the ship reminding everyone of the time, but restlessness consumed the crew. Rumors were beginning to circulate concerning the new missing missile tip story. Most crewmen had never been called back from leave; the few that had, had returned to wartime emergencies. Everyone slept with an open eye.

ANCHOR’S AWEIGH

3.13.0
Dawn brought a new sun; signs of the storm dwelled to the east, it had passed during the night. Anchor rising, one clunking forty-pound chain link at a time, the Trident Tine lumbered southward to the new coordinates, centered over Eve. Captain Broward, intensely studying the GPS, called orders over the 1MC, steered the wheel and directed movement topside. He knew the six-mile trip was too brief to build up full steam; fearing a target overrun, he kept the ship’s speed to a crawl.
He worried that he left without the full crew: the remainder were scheduled back from leave today. His only resort was to notify the tenders with their new position: tendering was paused during their movement. They would board later. Conveniently, the sixteen crew members still ashore were not critical to the ship’s movement; their duties would rest for the day. The heads could remain dirty.
* * *
“Full astern,” Broward yelled. It had been three hours since their departure, and they were approaching Eve. The ship vibrated violently, reacting to the reversed screw motion. He turned to the right, watching out the starboard window until he saw the screws’ backwash reach amidships. “All stop!” he shouted. A quick glance at the GPS told him he was nearly on target, only a hundred meters off. That will do. “Drop anchor. Resume the Mess.” He announced, his voice echoing over the 1MC. “Drop the tender platform. Drop the crew ladder.” he announced next, then radioed the tenders to resume service to the new location. He ran down his landing list, and satisfied that he had not missed anything, turned the helm over to the XO and left the bridge. He was running the ship with a distracted mind. Afraid he would forget some crucial procedure; he needed to be alone, clearing his head of the repeating visions of Eve exploding under them.
* * *
In time, the ship’s operations returned to normal, the officer of the deck had approached the Captain, requesting permission to ring the midday eight-bell announcement, starting the afternoon watch. A rather curious tradition, asking for the Captain’s permission to ring eight bells, it stemmed back to days of twelve-hour hourglasses. It was once the captain’s daily prerogative to reset the hourglass based on the sun’s position. At the proper time, determined by the celestial navigator, the captain would say, “Turn the glass; make it twelve and strike eight bells.” Now, even using digital, radio-controlled clocks, the tradition persists, often used for sailing through time zones, the captain decides which zone they’re observing.
The bell struck noon: ding-ding, ding-ding, ding-ding, ding-ding. Mid-day Mess was open; the Captain sat at his table eyeing Cross and Briscoe, starting a meal. He motioned them over and offered them a seat.
“Permission to join you sir,” Briscoe asked.
“Sit,” he commanded.
They brought their trays and sat with him at the Captain’s table.
“I just checked with the fellows down in maintenance. The clone is ready for your use but the Exosuit’s still in repair. The sun sets at 1735 hours today, a little over five hours from now. Do you have time to make a dive? Possibly find Eve?”
“We have to go today. Not enough time tomorrow, Captain. We won’t need the suit today though, so that’s okay.”
“Briscoe going with you?”
“Yes, I like the extra eyes. He found Adam last time. Maybe a good luck charm. Besides, I like to give the old man an exciting ride once in a while, although he’d probably feel more comfortable if I mounted red and blue flashing lights over the viewport. Maybe added a siren or two.”
Briscoe punched Cross’s shoulder. “Hey, kiddo, I was diving deep waters when you were still in diapers. I just like to breathe air more than water. That’s why I took the dry route.”
Holding out his arms, Broward separated them. “Break it up, guys,” he said, laughing. Then, fading to serious, he asked, “If I can drop your sub by 1330 hours can you get back in time, before dark? We don’t really have the lighting for night dives.”
Cross nodded. “That will give us a little over four hours. We found Adam in less time. Shouldn’t be a problem.”
“Well chow down. I expect you to be ready for winching in an hour and a half.”
“Yes sir,” said Cross.
* * *
“Well, that was a relaxing lunch,” said Briscoe, snickering, climbing the stairs to the deck.
“Yeah, I’ve already forgotten what we ate.” He topped the stairs behind Briscoe, pointing. “Hey, we’ve got the scintillator probe back. They attached it to one manipulator, the pi-ball the other. Cool. Saves up a trip. Looks like we’re set to go.”
The crane towered over the rail dock with the hooks already attached. Below it, criss-crossing the deck, shadows from the afternoon sun tracked the ship’s motion. A lazy breeze chilled the afternoon air.
“Ready to go?” asked Cross.
“Ready as I’ll ever be.”
They slid into the cockpit, closed the hatch over them, and said a brief prayer.
“Trident bridge, this is Glider. Copy?” said Cross.
“Loud and clear, Glider.”
“Winch us up,” he said.
The voice returned, “You’re on your way. Best of luck.”
* * *
The Glider floated freely for minutes, bobbing in the waves, while he caught a baseline GPS reading for the GINS system. Then he programmed in the new coordinates, hit the Auto switch and sat back awaiting their arrival over Eve.
Only minutes later, the target alarm sounded, red light flashing in sync, over the imaginary bulls-eye. “Boy, he stopped the ship right over her,” he said, adjusting the controls for the dive.
“Ready, Chief? Here’s your favorite part.”
“Let’s go find her.”
Grasping the arms’ joysticks, Cross chuckled, “Gotta make sure I drop the right thing. I’d hate to chase the scintillator probe to the bottom, still holding the pi-ball.”
Laughing, Briscoe said, “Yeah, Marker, get it right. No time for errors, now.”
* * *
Hydraulic pumps whined, the starboard claw opened, the Glider jerked, sending the flashing clone, beeping loudly, to the depths. Ten seconds later, Cross’s hands flashed over the controls dropping the Glider into a nosedive behind it. They were dropping just as before, the depth gauge spinning wildly.
Briscoe, held tightly, groaned and said, “Some day I’m going to get used to this.”
Cross laughed. “Don’t count on it, Chief. I never have.”
They raced toward the ocean floor, sea life forms zipped by the forward floods, glittering briefly as they passed. The pi-ball, flashing, leading them downward, held the distance.
Cross eased back the descent early this time, ready for the floor’s approach. It still came quickly. Then they were spiraling outward, searching for Eve.
The scintillator remained dark the first two hours. Its first flash jolted them, a blinding light in the darkness of their surroundings. They awaited the next orbit. It again flashed brightly, faster than last time.
“We’ve got a doozy, here. Eve’s pissed,” Cross said, switching off the autopilot.
“Where is she? Can’t see her.” His neck was extended, almost blocking the viewport.
Cross circled back around until the scintillator flashed rapidly.
Briscoe pointed forward. “There she is! Two o’clock, about five meters off starboard. In the silt. Big coral behind her.”
* * *
“Got her,” Cross said, turning the Glider toward the big coral blossom.
Shortly, they moved over her, gliding ten feet above the floor. The currents from the propellers caused her to roll in a small circle, leaving a trail in the mud.
He captured a GINS fix, then headed back to retrieve the pi-ball.
* * *
Grasping the clone’s handle precisely, firmly in the remaining manipulator arm, the Glider headed back to Eve, dropped it a few meters away; he relaxed when it hit. He backed off to stop the scintillator’s flashes, then hovered, looking down on her, watching the nearby beacon’s strobe light the ocean floor at regular intervals. Eve sparkled with each flash.
“Good job, Marker,” said Briscoe, wiping the sweat from his forehead.
“Think we should take her back with us?” asked Cross.
He checked his watch. “No too late. Besides, I have to cable her to the claw, remember?”
“Oh, yeah,” Cross said. “Let’s go home and get some rest. We’ve got a busy day tomorrow.”
“If there is a tomorrow,” Briscoe added, wistfully.
Readying the controls to surface, he accidentally bumped the arm’s release button for the scintillator claw. It teetered, then fell off to the floor below, flashing again as it neared Eve.
“Uh-oh,” Cross said, floundering with the controls as if could catch it. Instead, it fell quickly, throwing up a cloud of silt with its impact.
“Leave it, Marker. We won’t be needing it again. If that’s the only mistake you make, you still get an A.”
Laughing together at his mistake, they headed back to the ship.
* * *
“Trident bridge, this is Glider. Winch us up. We need some coffee.”
“I’ll open the Mess early for you, Glider,” Broward returned.
The hooks jolted on the rail dock, lifting them from below. Soon they were back on the deck, water draining from the rail dock, the Glider’s hull splashing the deck around them. The evening sun reflected in dabbles from the pooling water. Through the viewport, they saw a uniformed man standing, waiting for them.
Opening the hatch, Cross heard Broward’s voice. “Welcome back, boys. Did you find her?”
Briscoe poked his head through. “Does a bear shit in the woods, Captain? I told you I trained him well.”
“Any problems?”
“We found Eve but lost the scintillator, Captain. Sorry. Take it out of his pay.”
“Well never mind, that. Come down here. I want to shake your hands.”
* * *
The Captain, elated again, congratulated them, and said, “You know, I’m going to have to get you guys back in my Navy. I’m not saying that you’re good, you’re excellent. Courageous, too. The best that I’ve seen in all my navy days. You’d serve your country well, as you’re doing now. Think about it.”
“Well, Captain, just remember we’re only a contract away. Much better pay.”
Briscoe added, “Better hours, too.”
Shaking his head, relenting to their refusals, he said, “Then you both should be happy that tomorrow, one way or another, your job is done.” He moved closer, lowered his voice, and asked, “I’ve been thinking. It worries me. We’ve had Adam, now Eve; do you think there might be a third? Maybe Cain? Could Fogner have been that vile?”
Cross prepared them, smiling, “We’ll if he did, then we’re just going to have to go raise Cain.”
Broward and Briscoe stared, emotionless, thinking on his double-entendre, then burst out in laughter, guffawing and cackling. “That’s a good one, Cross. You men go have some coffee and warm up. I’m buying.”
* * *
The Captain followed them into Mess, filled his mug, then theirs, and ushered them to his table. “Thought I’d update you on where we stand.” His voice was quiet, serious, tentative. His eyes stared through his cup. “Your Exosuit is repaired, Briscoe, but the techs won’t approve your use until they test it. At daybreak, 0700, they’re going to drop it overboard for four hours, tethered and weighted, to the ocean floor below us. They’ll bring it up, examine it, and if it passes, it’s yours to wear. They expect to have it approved by eight bells, noon.”
Briscoe flinched. “My God, Captain, that gives us just short of four hours to reach it, attach it to the Glider and bring it back. If Gruber and Poole are right, and that’s a big if. Harper still has to deliver it almost two-hundred miles out. How’s all that going to happen in four hours?”
“Very precisely and quickly. No room for errors. Realize that if your suit fails you Briscoe, we’ll be vaporized as you drown. This is the only way. I’ll see if I can push the techs a little. Break the suit away early. That’s the best I can do.” He sipped coffee and added, “As for Harper, he can pick Eve off the deck, fly out just short of international waters, drop her, and be back in the safety zone in an hour. That gives you almost three hours for your part.”
* * *
Cross coughed, cleared his throat, gulped, then coughed again. Though the plan sounded simple, allowing them plenty of time, something always went wrong, causing unforeseeable delays.
“You okay, Marker?” asked Briscoe, slapping him on the back.
“Yeah, I’m okay, I just threw up a little in my mouth. Coffee must be too strong.”
Briscoe, glanced at Broward, winked, then said to Cross, “You’ve just got the jitters, Marker. Navy up, man, and look forward to being back home, lounging wherever you lounge, having a cold beer, watching the Golden Bears win. You’re good enough; I’m good enough; we can do it, bomb or no bomb. Just control your mind. Make the bomb disappear from the equation. You’ll be fine.”
He smiled. “Thanks, Chief. You always have had the right words. Funny, they still affect me the same way.” Then he frowned. “But, I don’t like the Golden Bears. That part sucked.”
Cross stood and said, “Now if you gentlemen will excuse me, I have to go topside before dark and check the Glider.”
As he departed, Broward looked at Briscoe with a questioning stare. “Think he’s going to make it, Briscoe? I’d hate to see him choke in the bottom of the ninth inning.”
“He’s all right Captain, I’ve seen this happen many times before. He seems to go into a fight-or-flight mode at times like this. Fortunately, his fight always wins.”
“Good to know, Briscoe. Commander Norton and I are counting on you. As a matter of fact, all of California is counting on you, too… but don’t tell them. They’ll know soon enough.”
With that, the Captain finished his coffee and left the Mess. Briscoe sat alone at the Captain’s table rehearsing tomorrow’s dive. Suddenly he realized the tow cable they had used to tie Adam to the Glider was tossed aside during the Osprey’s airlift frenzy. The crew had replaced it with a harness fitting the drop hook. Wonder if there’s another one, he thought. It would save a step, not having to trade out the makeshift cabling mess before the Osprey’s liftoff. He never realized there might be a warhead harness.
In the maintenance shop, Briscoe called a crewman over to ask about another harness. Disappearing into a corner, he returned with three over his arm, nested like woven baskets. “How many would you like? We make these almost monthly. The Navy seems to lose a lot of warheads, these days. We stay prepared.”
“Just one. I’d like it latched into the Glider’s forward cable reel, right under the starboard flood. The old one’s gone, somewhere. Probably blew off the deck during the storm.”
“Oh, we have that, too. Would you like it back?”
“No, thank you. The halter will be perfect.”
Briscoe checked that worry off his mental list and went topside to join Cross. On the forward port deck, lit by the Glider’s floods, he saw the manipulator arms going through wild motions. The sun, falling over the horizon, threw brilliant red and yellow rays overhead. The scene was from a horror movie; a monster coming alive in the fading dusk, feeling for anything to grasp onto.
“Hey, Marker, what are you doing?”
A voice from the cabin echoed through the hatch, “Practicing. Practice makes perfect, you know.”
“You’re going to have plenty of time for that in the morning, you know? At least four hours.”
“Not enough time, Chief. Not enough time.”
Briscoe paused, thinking Cross was having predive anxiety panic: too much to do, too little time, undetermined consequences. He had repeatedly seen it teaching dive classes, particularly when the outcome involved life-threatening or indeterminate results. He knew he had to calm Cross down, bring him back to reality, assuage his fears. Not an easy task on the brink of extinction.
“Marker, stop! Come down here. I need to talk to you right now.”
The manipulators ceased movement, Cross climbed through the hatch, and jumped down to the deck; then he stepped over to him.
“What?” he asked, indignantly.
“I’m not diving with you in your shape. You need rest, meditation, a healthy meal, then a good night’s sleep. Can you do that for me, Marker?”
A scolded child, he nodded, “I can, Chief. I’m just worried that I’ll make another mistake, like dropping the probe. That was inexcusable.”
“Did everybody live? Can we return and find it using the pi-ball’s beacon? Is it replaceable?” He glared at Cross. “Huh?”
“Well, yes to everything, Chief. I guess you’re right. I have to put it all into perspective; my worries are insignificant compared to a nuclear blast under us.”
“Exactly. And we can’t let that happen. Now, let’s go to Mess, have a good meal and forget about tomorrow. It will come soon enough.”
Cross smiled, “That’s a good plan. I’m ready for some down time.”
Over piled-high trays of a savory beef stroganoff, the chef’s specialty, they chatted. “So what will you do when you return home, Marker?”
“First I’m going to give my wife, Lindy, a long, long kiss. Depending on where that goes, I’ll pop a beer. Then I’ll prop my feet up on the coffee table, turn on the TV and let my mind go blank. Next, I’ll call into work and ask for a few days off. I’ve been on this case nineteen days straight; I need a vacation with her on top of a mountain somewhere, maybe Big Bear Lake. We can stay in bed, under the covers, all day, every day. Hmmm. How about you, Chief? What are you going to do?”
“Let’s see. I’ll go home to Barb. She’ll be glad to see me, especially if I’m no longer radioactive. She’ll put up with me for a few days, then want me out of her hair. I’ll go back to my cruiser and patrol route keeping our roads safe. That’s about it. My life is fairly boring, unless I’m on a high-speed chase. I love those.”
“No vacation?”
“Unfortunately, we have a lot of bills. My Navy pension and my CHP salary barely pay them, with very little left over for fun times. We’re stuck in the middle class rat race. Just can’t catch a break.”
Cross rubbed his chin, saddened, thinking. He forked a bite of noodles into his mouth and, chewing, said, “Tell you what Chief. I’m going to give you and Barb the break you need. I want you both to be my guests at Big Bear. I’d like to pay for everything. Can you get a week off?”
“Wh… what are you talking about? You can’t do that. You’re still young. Must have a lot of bills, yourself.”
“I do, but my corporation, MBORC, is paying me a hefty sum for this contract. I want to share it with you and Barb since I really couldn’t have done it without your help. Can you get a week off?” He was more insistent with the question.
“I think… think I can. But wh… why would you do that for us?”
“Chief, I’ve told you before; I would never have been where I am if it weren’t for you. You gave me knowledge, confidence, self-worth. And you’re still doing it, today. You are truly a master diver, more importantly you have a kind heart. Don’t ever forget that.”
He tore a corner off his paper napkin, took a pen from his pocket, and wrote on it. As he passed it to Briscoe, tears welled in the Chief’s eyes; he looked back at Cross, trembling and asked, “Is this real, Marker? You can’t mean it.”
It was an IOU for $500,000.
“I mean it, Chief. As soon as I get paid, I’ll write you a check. I’m still keeping a huge chunk of change. You and the wife can stop worrying about bills for a while.”
“But this is ten-year’s salary for me, Marker. Hell, I can stop worrying about traffic for a while, too. How could I ever repay you? “
“You already have, Chief. Go live your dreams for a while. Make me smile with your letters from far-away places. I’ll be living mine, under the sea, as always.”
Briscoe, leaned over, hugged Cross, then sat up, trying to compose himself. ”You’ll never know how much this means to me. Wish I could tell Barb. She’ll remember you; I used to talk about you all the time when I was teaching. You were my star pupil in every class; always did everything perfectly. Still doing it, too.”
“Thank you, Chief. The blackout should be lifted about four tomorrow afternoon. Call her then. Or wait until you get home and surprise her with it. Maybe she’ll let you stay around more than a few days before you get in her hair.”
* * *
Briscoe finished dinner, then left for their quarters. He was exhausted from the day and knew tomorrow would be worse.
Cross smiled, watching him leave. Looking past the doomsday timeout had cheered him up, given him hope. His gift was something he wanted to do. He remembered, on separating from the service, shaking Briscoe’s hand. He had then asked the same question of him, “What can I ever do to repay you for your patience and the life-changing knowledge you’ve given me?” To his question Briscoe had answered, “You will, son, but only I will know when.”
Checking his watch, it was nine p.m. Taking Briscoe’s advice, he returned to the room, turned on the bunk’s reading light, and finished The Hunt for Red October. Briscoe was fast asleep, snoring.

PI DAY

3.14.00.01
The alarm buzzed loudly at 12:01 a.m. Cross reached up, grabbed the clock and held it up to his face. It was after midnight. He switched it off and pinched himself. “Yep, I’m still alive,” he mumbled. Briscoe, across from him, still snored loudly. He had learned the best way to sleep with nearby snores was to synchronize his breathing with theirs. For some reason it worked, fooling his mind into thinking it was him doing the snoring. Ten slow breaths and he was again fast asleep.
3.14.05.00
Five a.m. Reveille caught the deck busy with crewmen, unaware of the day’s importance. Floodlights gleamed from deck towers, illuminating the activity below them. The sea, calm, rolled the ship with gentle swells; the air was heavy, still, clearing with the lifting fog. Aromas of breakfast cooking drifted down the hallways and up stairwells reminding crew members that the Mess would soon open.
The POD, distributed last night, showed dive launches starting at 0700. Exosuit techs had started early, preparing for the test dive. In the lights, the deck cover clack-clacked open, the large elevator platform rose in its place carrying the Exosuit, fully assembled and pressurized, standing alone, empty, a gargantuan Stormtrooper, waiting to be rolled to the side rails for the winching crane to hoist it over. To its harness, a thousand-foot reel of cable was connected, ready to drop the personal submarine to the depths and bring it back. Techs ran around the suit testing joints, reading handheld instruments, recording measurements. Final checkout would take another hour before the drop. Then the crane operator would take over, but he needed daylight to assure its safe winching. The scheduled seven a.m. test dive was right on time.
* * *
“Hey Chief, up and at ‘em. We’ve got a busy day ahead.” Cross, dressed in a hazmat yellow jumpsuit, blue and white Cowboy’s baseball cap, kicked Briscoe’s bunk, jolting him awake.
“Hey, take easy, Marker. I was having a dream. I was sitting in a beach chair, under a shading palm tree, sipping on a rum punch. It had a tiny pink paper umbrella in it. Then a bomb exploded. That was when you kicked the bunk. Paradise to nightmare in zero seconds, thanks.”
“If we don’t get started, your dream may come true. Now rise and shine. I’ll be having coffee. See you at Mess.” He closed the door behind him. Briscoe groaned, moving slowly, rolled out of bed, then dressed and left for the Mess Hall, minutes behind Cross.
* * *
A mood of tentative elation filled the Mess. Captain Broward seated at the Captain’s table with the XO and another officer talked, softly discussing plans. Cross heard occasional words: ‘San Diego’, ‘dry dock’, ‘Alaska’, and ‘next mission’. The optimism comforted him. He had less than twelve hours, his watch reminded him, until it was over, but his mind and the tasks ahead pulled him back to the present. He had to wait for the suit’s return to deck before they could dive.
* * *
Cross picked at his food, not feeling hungry.
“Not going to eat, Marker?” Briscoe asked, biting into a warm glazed donut.
“Well look at you. You’re only eating donuts with coffee. Lots of coffee.”
“Good luck meal. I always have this when my days are going to be busy. Sugar keeps me going.” He scowled, continuing, “Unless they’re radioactive. That slows me down a bit.”
* * *
Returning their trays to the wash window, with little else to do, they returned to the deck, checking the progress, wanting to dive.
The Exosuit had been moved to the side rail, ready for winching. Techs, surrounding the suit, yelled predive details, recording them in notebooks.
“Suit pressure: 14.7 PSI.”
“External pressure: 14.7 PSI.”
“Ballast weight: 800 pounds.”
“Batteries: 100 %.”
“Depth meter: Zero.”
The list went on.
They continually checked their watches, looking east, awaiting sunrise. A tiny orange sliver on the horizon finally brought daybreak. Their dive was go.
3.14.07.00
The 1MC startled Briscoe. “There are divers over the side, do not rotate screws, cycle rudders, operate sonar, take suction from or discharge to the sea, blow, flood or vent any tanks, or operate any underwater equipment without first contacting the Chief Engineer and the diving supervisor.” Then, “An Exosuit test is in progress over the port side until eight bells. Do not disturb or distract the suit techs during this time.”
He looked at Cross, standing nearby, then up at the Exosuit rising over the deck, and muttered, “There goes my ride. Hope it holds up.”
* * *
Once winched over the side, the Exosuit, suspended from the crane, dropped slowly to the water’s surface. A tech, looking up at the crane operator, gave the drop signal; the huge reel began to spin on its axle, slowly at first, then like an accelerating locomotive, rumbled with increasing rotation, spitting out cable with lightning fast speed. Loudly whining, the steel rope raced over a notch in the side deck, beginning to throw smoke and sparks. Seeing it, a suit tech ran across the deck, grabbed a hose, then returned and sprayed the cooling water on the cable. Minutes passed before the reel slowed to a halt, still throwing out slack cable, as the suit hit bottom; a tech clicked a stopwatch and announced, “Testing started at 0710 hours.”
* * *
“Still on schedule for a noon release,” said Cross, hearing the tech’s echoing voice. “How fast can they button you up?”
“Last time took about twenty minutes. Could be faster this time. We should be able to dive by noon-thirty.”
“Yeah, that makes it sound bett--.”
Interrupting, the 1MC announced, “There are divers over the side, do not rotate screws, cycle rudders, operate sonar, take suction from or discharge to the sea, blow, flood or vent any tanks, or operate any underwater equipment without first contacting the Chief Engineer and the diving supervisor.”
“We know, we know,” said Briscoe, irritated with the repetition.
The 1MC booming again, announced, “An Exosuit test is in progress over the port side until eight bells. Do not disturb or distract the suit techs during this time.”
Cross continued the conversation, shaking his head at the interruptions, “So if we have Eve back on deck, ready for pickup by Harper and his Osprey by two-thirty, that gives us two hours to go down, pick her up and get her topside. Not much time.”
“No room for errors,” said Briscoe.
“Gotta be perfect,” confirmed Cross.
Briscoe ended the interchange with a hand in the air, requesting a high-five. Cross slapped it down and said, “I’m pumped up now. It’s gonna happen. I can feel it.”
“Well, we have to do something to pass the time, make it go faster. I’m going down to Mess and watch TV. Get my mind off the wait.”
“I’m with you. Watching this test is like watching grass grow. Television has to be better. Let’s go.”
3.14.11.50
From below they felt and heard the crane winch up the suit. They knew it would soon be time for the test review and suit’s release. It was eleven-thirty, their dive should commence in an hour.
“Okay, let’s go wait on deck. I can pre-check the Glider. Can’t be too careful,” said Cross.
“Damn, this a long day. I feel like I could take a nap. Only problem is I’d never wake up.”
* * *
Below, in the Captain’s office, the intercom buzzed. “ComSec on line one. You have a shore call waiting.”
“Broward.”
“Hello Captain. Lieutenant Poole again.”
“Yes, Lieutenant, I hope this isn’t another discovery call.”
“No, it’s not. Our office is getting a little nervous. We’re all biting our nails, watching the clock tick away the hours. No explosions, no news, nothing. Can you please tell us what’s happening out there?”
“Sure, Lieutenant, you’re not alone. We’re awaiting Cross’s dive to retrieve Eve and ship her out to sea. That should happen any time now. Nothing else we can do.”
“Well Jesus Christ, Captain, you’re really cutting it close. Gonna give us all heart attacks. Can you do anything to speed it up?”
“Already have. It’s moving like clockwork out here. Cross and Briscoe are chomping at the bit, ready to dive. Harper, our Osprey pilot, is already warming his engines. Everything is on track. They should dive within the next hour.”
“Speaking of the Osprey, I talked with Gruber about Eve’s relocation. He said to warn you about dropping her too close to Adam. That could reinforce his destructive power; double his impact. Twenty miles away from him would be a safer distance. Their effects should cancel each other between them, like explosive armor.”
“Good point, Lieutenant. I’ll get that to Harper so he can chart a new course: twenty miles north. Sounds reasonable to me, but we’re forging a new frontier here. Who knows what will really happen. We plan to document it from shipboard for future research. Unfortunately, Fogner ignored the nuclear test ban treaty; we might as well get some data from it.”
“Captain, I’ve got another call coming in. Have to go. May God be with you and your crew. Goodbye.”
Disconnecting, he raced topside to find Harper and redirect the drop.
3.14.11.75
Eleven-forty-five came, the techs were just opening the Exosuit looking for leaks, rotating the repaired foot joint. The Glider was in final preparations for the dive. After confirming the warhead harness had been properly placed, locked in the cable reel near the floods, Briscoe inspected the Glider’s hull, feeling the surface for nicks and gouges that could impede its motion. Finding none, he moved to the viewport looking for cracks and gasket wear, then grasped the hull’s Exosuit rack, pulled and tugged, testing its strength. Unseen by him, one of the bolts, holding it, jiggled free and dropped to the deck, rolling under the bow. The other bolts were loose as well, but he didn’t notice; it tested tight. Meanwhile Cross tested the controls from the cockpit.
From across the deck, a suit tech walked toward them.
3.14.12.00
Ding-ding, ding-ding, ding-ding, ding-ding. The OOD struck eight bells. Briscoe looked up at the tech. “Need me?”
“Yes sir, suit’s ready. Passed all checks. Good as new, maybe better. Follow me.”
He motioned Cross. “Hey, Marker. I’m suiting up. Be back in a few, ready to dive. Get yourself ready, locked in; our time in the spotlight is here.”
Cross nodded, climbed over the hull, and dropped through the hatch, locking it behind him. Switching on the Glider’s power, Cross scanned the control panel, glowing with indicators, sonar screens; a spot of sunlight beamed down from the viewport.
“How does that feel?” came a question through the Glider’s intercom.
“A little tight.”
He recognized the voice from Briscoe being suited nearby.
“Intercom working,” he mumbled, checking it off his list.
He ran through the remainder of the checklist, ticking each item after confirming its operation. Ten minutes later, he placed the list by his seat and waited.
* * *
Hissing from heavy breathing, boots clomping on the deck preceded Briscoe’s appearance out the front viewport. “See me? Hear me, Marker?” He poked his helmeted head up to the port, scaring Cross with its suddenness.
“Yes, Chief, loud and clear. Go for dive?”
Briscoe stepped onto the suit’s special platform, backed into the rack, locked himself into place, then replied, “10-4, Marker. Hit the lights and siren. Let’s go.”
3.14.12.50
Cross smiled and keyed the radio, “Trident bridge, Glider ready for winching.” His watch reading twelve-thirty-two, told him he was right on schedule.
Umbilical pulled, winching hooks locked onto the rails, they lifted from the deck headed into the most important dive of their lives.
1MC: “There are divers over the side, do not rotate screws, cycle rudders, operate sonar, take suction from or discharge to the sea, blow, flood or vent any tanks, or operate any underwater equipment without first contacting the Chief Engineer and the diving supervisor.”
Floating from the rail dock, bobbing in short rolling waves, Briscoe’s amplified voice urged, “Dive, Marker, before I get sick.” His voice carried up to the deck, causing a round of laughter; they cheered him on.
“Diving now, Chief, hold on.” He recalled Eve’s coordinates into the GINS system, locked the maximum speed at one knot, and activated Auto. Ballasts filled, the mercury tanks rebalanced, the propulsion motors hummed, and they headed slowly downward.
“Not too fast. Don’t want to be blown off this rack.”
“Slow and steady, as they say, does it. Let me know when you see the pi-ball beacon flashing.”
“I’m watching, but let me know when our coordinates are close. I’ll watch harder.”
The Glider submerged at a rack-safe rate, placing them just above the floor, thirty minutes later.
3.14.13.00
“I’ve got the pi-ball in my sights!” yelled Briscoe.
“Where? Which way?” asked Cross, straining to see out the viewport. He felt his heart was about to pound out of his chest.
“Eleven o’clock, toward port, maybe twenty meters out. A dull flashing in the silt.”
He saw his suited arm, blocking the viewport, pointing off toward the left.
“Got it, Chief. Maneuvering over Eve. Hang on.”
* * *
Circling slowly onto the target, he adjusted the ballasts and motors to stop, level, five meters away, the Glider’s floods illuminating the scene. He tapped the side thrusters, centering Eve in the lights. A few meters off, the beacon blinked, confirming their location.
“There she is, Chief. Go get her. Same protocol as last time. Guide me in after you get her harnessed.”
Briscoe unlocked the warhead harness and started toward the warhead. His slow-motion bounding out toward Eve, kicking up silt, reminded Cross of vintage videos from moon landings, astronauts romping over its surface demonstrating the lessened gravity. For a moment, he was a child again, mesmerized by a vision of the first lunar landing.
Arriving at the warhead, Briscoe switched on the suit’s floods, bent over, and slid the harness smoothly over her, locking the bottom strap. “Looks like that’s got it Marker. Ease on up and grab the handle with both claws. Then I’ll climb back on and we’re off to home base.”
He edged the Glider closer, moving cautiously, avoiding Briscoe, then stopped; the claws drifting inches from Eve’s harness. Twisting and pushing the joysticks, he slid one claw through the handle then the other. He locked them closed with a final twist.
“Got It, Chief. Look all right to you?”
Briscoe moved slowly over the warhead inspecting it and the harness. “Yep. Looks just like Adam. Same eight-latch lid, same size, same quiet beeping. It’s another modified W-88. That Goddamned fruitcake was serious. Let’s get her the hell out of here and on her way out to sea.”
“Ready, Chief. Hop on. Watch out for the reef; don’t catch your foot again.”
He pulled himself back on the platform, locked his suit into the rack, and said. “Take us home, Marker. She’s got a date with destiny and she’s running late.”
3.14.13.50
Cross pulled up the rudder, pushed forward the throttles, blew the ballasts, and started upward. The Glider moved sluggishly, Eve’s extra weight slowing it down. He mumbled, “Gotta get more lift. We’re not going to make it back in time at this rate.” The Glider had been struggling upward for twenty minutes and was still far from the ship.
“I can help, Marker. Let me blow my suit’s ballast, I can see the instructions now; that will lessen my weight, pull us up faster.”
“Can you do that?”
“Yep, according to my head’s up display, I just toggle my Surface button. Air will fill my ballast tank, giving me positive buoyancy. The suit should lift us up after that.”
“Sure you want to try it?”
“Marker, I have to. We’re moving too slowly. She’ll blow before we get back. All I have to do is--. Oops.”
The Glider jolted with his action. A loud whoosh followed by a jarring clank alerted Cross. The ‘oops’ punctuated the danger.
“Chief? Are you all right? Hold out your left arm so I can see you.”
His voice returned, weaker, further away, “I am holding it out, Marker. The ballast blast popped me off the hull. I’m floating upward. Can’t tell where I am. Can’t see the Glider. Rising, drifting up.”
Cross’s face flushed, his heart raced; he began to panic. He had lost Briscoe. With tears forming in his eyes, he screamed, “My God, Chief. How can I help you? I’m coming to find you. Hang on.” He switched out of autopilot and dropped the outboard ballast weights, speeding his ascent. Spiraling the Glider upward after Briscoe, with blurred vision, he scanned the dark empty void. Minutes had passed. Nothing. Eve, in the grasp of the manipulators, began to vibrate, shudder with the increasing speed.
A whisper now, from a distance, the voice pleaded, “Don’t do it Marker. I’m okay. Just take Eve back. Do what I say.”
In a moment of prudence, reason overcoming his emotions, obeying Briscoe’s command, he reluctantly readjusted the controls, stabilizing the Glider. Sweat pouring from his brow, he pushed the Auto switch then said, “I’ll find you, Chief. I’ll come back to save you. Save your strength.”
3.14.14.50
True to course, the Glider popped to the surface, the Trident Tine gleaming in the afternoon sun, out the front viewport. Never had he seen such a welcoming sight. He sighed with relief. “Thank you God,” he murmured, slowing the motors. His part was done.
“Trident bridge, Glider and Eve off your port side. Drop the rail dock deep. Ready the winch and Osprey for handoff.”
“Copy that, Glider. Signal when you’re ready for winching.”
* * *
The crane seemed to take longer than usual to winch him up but it was probably his nerves. The mechanical delays were out of his control; he wanted to slow down time and live in fast-forward motion.
Finally, it came; the bump of the rail dock hitting the deck eased his anxiety. He sighed, twirled the hatch lock and threw it back, started to exit, then decided to wait inside until the chaos settled.
From the beehive of activity on his bow, he heard a shout. “Release the claws.” He clicked the joysticks, settling Eve onto a waiting dolly. The Osprey rumbled, spinning the rotors into motion. Crewmen quickly rolled Eve away to an open area of the deck. Rotors, now up to speed, turbines whining, the Osprey lifted from its pad.
Flying low over the deck, Harper carefully hovered above the warhead, motioning his lineman to drop the hook. It lowered slowly to within inches of the harness blowing wildly in the Osprey’s downdraft.
“Grab the damn hook,” screamed a crewman; a torrential wind swirled around him.
“Got it! Hook it in!”
“Signal the Osprey. She’s locked and loaded.”
A hand signal went up to Harper; the Osprey roared, rotors noisily chopping the air; Eve lifted slowly from the deck. As the rotors tilted forward, it sped out over the water, racing toward the horizon.
3.14.15.00
Nervous, Cross checked his watch. It was three o’clock. He knew the bomb would timeout in fifty-five minutes, taking the Osprey and Harper with it. He said a prayer, climbing slowly through the hatch, then off the hull. The deck under his feet splashed as he landed. Crewmen ran about, cleaning the Glider of seaweed, replacing the ballast weights, fitting a new cable loop into the cable rack; repairing damages from his emergency surface.
A suit tech approached, searching the hull. “Where’s Briscoe? The rack? The Exosuit?”
Eyes cast down, he answered, “His rack failed. He washed off the hull. Lost him. He told me to go on, return to the ship.”
“Oh my, God. Was he hurt?”
“Don’t know, but don’t think so. He sounded alone, confused, lost, but he did not sound injured.”
“That’s good. He can float, survive thirty hours in that suit. It’s got a surface GPS; he can even swim back if he figures out how to use it. And remembers the ship’s coordinates.”
“That’s a big if, but I’m hoping his old codger’s memory is still sharp. I’m praying it is. I’ll go back out in the sub in a few hours and search for him, after Harper returns.”
“Well, if he’s not injured, he should be fine for a while, just shook up; that suit’s pretty claustrophobic.”
“Give me a minute, seaman. I’ve had a really bad experience.” Cross said, sitting down on the deck.
“Yes, sir.” He moved to the bracket mounts where the Exosuit rack had been bolted. “Looks like the bolts just unscrewed themselves with the motion of the ocean. Someone didn’t tighten them correctly during the predive checklist. No signs of lock washers either.”
“It’s not on the checklist. Never made it there after you installed the rack. Simple human error. Hope it didn’t kill Briscoe.” He put his hands over his face, regretting the mistake.
* * *
“There he goes,” said the crewman, trying to ease his pain. They turned their attention west as the Osprey, rotor sounds fading, slipped out of sight over the horizon.
“Where’s he taking that?”
“No idea,” Cross answered. “I’m not privy to that.” He bit his tongue, wanting to tell him the truth, but would leave that for the Captain. The story onboard was still a missing dummy warhead retrieval mission. He had abided by that story his entire time on board, but he knew that was about to change. He wondered how the Captain would handle the explosions when they came; surely they would be visible from the deck.
3.14.15.50
“Trident bridge, Osprey One approaching drop point.” Harper’s voice, vibrating from the rotor’s shaking, roared from the bridge’s radio. Urgency filled his tone.
Broward, edgy, pacing the bridge, jammed the microphone button, “Just lay it down and get the hell out of there, Harper. You have twenty-five minutes before they blow. Your top speed will put you within seventy miles of the ship: a safe distance from them. Now drop her and hightail it, dammit. You don’t have a second to spare.”
“Dropping her now, Captain.” The rotors flared in the microphone’s background, increasing the vibrations.
Seconds passed. Broward waited for feedback. “Trident bridge, Osprey One. Eve deep-sixed, heading back.”
“Thank God,” he said. The officers on the bridge applauded Harper’s message.
* * *
Ten minutes later, he switched the microphone to the 1MC input and announced, “Now hear this. Now hear this. All hands report topside. All hands report topside. Bring binoculars with you. No cameras. You’re about to see something no man has seen before; the real reason we’ve been here for the past two weeks. Once topside, file orderly to the portside rail and look west, out at the horizon. Wait there until three fifty-five and remember what you see. A word of warning, though. You all have security clearances: required of you to staff this ship. Consider what you are about to witness at the top level of your clearance. Nothing leaves this ship except memories, locked away on your mind, not to be shared with anyone. Enjoy the display, and thank you for your courageous service. Broward signing off. I’ll be out on deck with you.”
His words captured the crew’s attention. They scattered through the ship, telling crewmen unable to hear the 1MC, grabbing binoculars, and speculating about the Captain’s message. Quietly, orderly. they flowed up from the stairwells toward the port railing. The ship listed slightly to port as they arrived, looking westward, chatting about their recent experiences. No one knew the real truth, except for a few officers Broward had let into his private world.
3.14.15.90
Less than two minutes before the pi digits lined up, the crew stared westward. The flat horizon remained featureless. Nothing was happening. Then a crewman, looking through high-powered glasses, pointed and shouted out, “I see the Osprey out there. Low over the ocean, heading our way.”
Everyone looked over to see which way he was pointing, then redirecting their gaze. The horizon continued to flat line. The Osprey came into view, just over the water.
3.14.15.9265359…
Barely perceivable at first, behind the Osprey, the ocean rose silently, gently in two massive mounds of frothing seawater, miles apart, then shuddered, collapsed and reformed into two towering fiery bubbles shooting black clouds laced with swirling fire high into the sky. Twin hellish columns rose from the shimmering bubbles into the tropopause, then mushroomed out into a flat top, connected through fiery clouds, forming an anachronistic pi symbol in the distant sky.
The crew stood speechless, hypnotized by the spectacle. A few turned away, others zoomed their binoculars to get better views. Aside from the crowd, Broward stood watching. talking with Cross.
“You did it, son. With Briscoe’s help, God rest his soul. Saved us, and most of California. Unfortunately, they will never know what really happened. Higher-ups have directed that we cover up the story with disinformation. I’m reluctant to do that, but they fear copycats. Funny how Washington wasn’t interested until we started moving warheads around. Then their ears perked up and they took over. You’ll read about it in the paper, tomorrow.”
Cross’s eyes darkened, reminded of the Chief and all they had been through. He had lost a father when the rack broke loose. He was trying to be brave but his heart was broken. He smiled, “I was planning to return and search for the Chief. Think that’s a good idea?”
“No. The shock waves from those explosions could arrive at any time. Don’t want to get caught in them. We’ll send out some UAVs, Bluefins, tomorrow to search for him. They’ll find him one way or another.”
Cross dropped his head. He was hurting inside. Wanting to share this moment with his old buddy; he never expected this to happen.
Broward looked out at the Osprey approaching, not far away, and nodded to it. “I’m sending you home on the Osprey tonight to be with your family. Your work here is done. Mighty fine job, I might add. Pack your bag you’ll be leaving within the hour.”
“Wh… what about the Glider? How is it going back?”
“We’re heading to San Diego tomorrow for a few days in dry dock, then heading north, up the coast to Alaska. We’ll be passing right by Monterey. We’ll anchor at sea for a day, bring you in on the Osprey and you can take the Glider back home. Simple. You need a week off anyway, after what you just did. Take a break from diving.”
“Well thank you, Captain. I’d love to get home. The faster, the better, now. I’ve got a vacation picked out in Big Bear, as far from the ocean as I can get. Perfect time for it.”
They paused as the Osprey landed, blocking their conversation. Harper waved through the window, then smiled with a thumb’s up. As the rotors slowed, then stopped, he quick-stepped down the stairs, dropped to his knees and kissed the landing pad.
Laughing they continued their conversation. “Well, I want to thank you for your exemplary work on our ship. Oh, that all our sailors were like you. Sure you don’t want to re-up? I can find you a place on a sub, much larger than the Glider. I can get you a captain’s rank, too. Commanding it would be a snap for you.”
“Captain, thanks for the offer, but I don’t want a ship larger than the Glider. It’s like an old pair of shoes to me. I enjoy the solitude when I dive. I could never get that on a big ship. This mission has proven that to me. I’m where I belong in the Glider. Not everyone can pilot a DSV, you know.”
As they continued, a tinny thin voice came over the port side, “Hey! Can anyone up there hear me? Look down here. I need a dock.”
The few crewmen remaining at the rail, watching the mushrooms dissipate, looked down at the voice. Below them, a white Exosuit, floating in the waves, making snow angels in the water, flailed wildly trying to get anyone’s attention. One waved back and screamed, “Man overboard! It’s Briscoe!”
The suit’s intercom answered, “Yes, that’s me. Drop the damn rail dock for me. I’m worn out from swimming. I need some coffee before I freeze to death.” They could hear his teeth chattering as he spoke.
* * *
Cross, hearing the commotion brightened, laughing, he ran to the rail and stared down. “My God, it is Briscoe! You’re alive!”
“Hell yes, it’s me. Can’t lose me that easily. Now send the dock down and get me.”
Cross bounded over the deck to the rail dock, screaming. “Man the crane. Drop me down. Somebody help.”
Above, a crane operator scurried up a ladder and into the crane’s control room. Seconds later, the dock lifted, carrying the Glider, Cross standing beside it, down to the water.
Crewmen still watching over the side, saw Cross, fighting the waves, standing on the dock, floating inches down in the water, pull Briscoe onto it. Then he signaled to raise the dock. “Thank you, Marker. You did good.” Briscoe said, breathing heavily through the speaker.
* * *
Solid ground had never felt so good to him. He pulled himself up from the dock, stood looking around to get his bearings, and plodded toward the Exosuit rack. Cross followed alongside, assisting his balance in his weakened state.
A voice from the 1MC echoed, “Exosuit suit techs report topside. Exosuit suit techs report topside. Your suit is back. Report immediately.”
Four seamen shot from the stairs to the suit rack, grabbed Briscoe and helped him shed the suit. Another carried a blanket and wrapped it around him, bringing him warmth. Still shivering he said, “That’s damn cold water out there. Thought I wasn’t going to make it, until I saw the Osprey fly over. That renewed my energy, brought me home.”
Cross put his arm over his shoulder and pointed west, the pi formation still lingered. “See those clouds out there?”
“Uh-huh.”
That’s Adam and Eve, reunited. They blew together right on schedule. We saved everyone; maybe lost a few fish, but we’re safe. No more Fogner. No more threat. It’s over. We’re going home.”
Briscoe showed a feeble smile, still shaking. “I’m gonna need a lot of coffee first, Marker. Maybe a donut.”
Chuckling he answered, “Let’s get you down to Mess. See what we can round up.”
* * *
Warming up, sitting with his hands around a steaming mug, he watched the Captain approach. Cross stood at his entrance.
“We got him back, Captain. He’s gonna be okay.”
“Great. Welcome back, Briscoe,” he said, seating himself at the table.
Biting into a morning’s donut, he answered, “Wonderful to be aboard again, Captain. I don’t think I like that one-man submarine; not enough heat. Everything else worked perfectly, though. Amazing where technology has taken diving.”
Nodding, Broward went to the serving line, poured himself a coffee, then returned.
“Now, I have Harper on alert for your departure. He’ll take you both back when you’re ready. Cross, I assume your car is at your workplace, where the Glider resides.”
He nodded.
“Do you have a landing place there where the Osprey can set down?”
“Yes sir. There’s a big grassy field nearby we use for sports, play lunchtime football. It’ll fit there.”
“Good. How about you, Briscoe? Your car still at Tustin, by the big hangars?”
“Unless somebody stole it, should be waiting.”
Cross smiled at his sense of humor finally returning. “So, how about an hour, Captain? We’ll pack, clear our quarters, and head to the pad. Meet Harper there for liftoff. We’ll be out of your hair, just memories of a nightmare actualized. Okay?”
“Perfect. I’ll be there too, to see you off.”
Together they packed their duffel bags, cleared the room, and stood at the door, looking back in before closing it.
“It’s been fun, but not real fun. This room is going to be in my memories forever,” said Cross.
“Yeah, mine too,” Briscoe added, wiping his eyes.
* * *
Topping the stairs, heading over the deck to the helipad, they saw two rows of four sideboys again, used only for presidential visits, standing at attention, saluting, lining the path to the pad’s ramp. As they neared the sideboys, the boatswain’s mate piped them through, up the ramp to the Osprey. Four ruffles and flourishes played from the 1MC saluting their exit from the ship. The Captain stood on the deck below, looking up, saluting them.
Cross aside, whispered to Briscoe, “Never forget this moment, Chief. You taught me well. Made it happen. Thank you, Chief.”
They sharply returned the Captain’s salute, turned and boarded the Osprey. Harper looked back through the open cockpit door.
“Welcome back aboard, gentlemen. It’s time to take you home. You did a great job. Thank you for your punctuality out there. Thought we were cutting it close, but the schedule worked. Still sitting here, enjoying life.”
With that, the crewman pulled up the stairs, slammed the door and signaled him. The turbines fired up, slowly rumbling to a high pitch, the rotors spun up to speed, the Osprey lifted from the pad, leaving the Trident Tine’s crew still saluting from the deck.
* * *
They sat privately thinking, not talking, on the short trip to Tustin. As the Osprey touched down, Briscoe grabbed his bag and stood, turning to Cross. His eyes, moist with tears, showed his emotions. “It’s been great, Marker. I’m gonna miss you. Never in my life did I think I’d be at the mercy of one of my old students. Thank God, it was my best: you learned well.” He turned to leave, the stairs dropped behind him.
“Hey, Chief don’t forget Big Bear. See you and Barb their soon. Call me.” His eyes, too, were reddening with tears.
Then Briscoe was gone. The crewman waved out, lifted the stairs and slammed the door. The Osprey, roaring again, lifted from the pad heading north.
* * *
One short hour later, it touched down in the grassy football field. The MBORC parking area was empty, having cleared hours before. Several lights shone through the building’s windows: people working late, rushing to complete projects.
* * *
Harper left the cockpit to see him off. “We’ll Mr. Cross, this is the end of the line. It’s been a real kick working with you. Not often do I get to work with such expertise. I’ll see you again in a week or so. Pick you up from this field. The Captain will let you know when.” He shook Cross’s hand and returned to the cabin as the door opened, stairs dropped.
He looked back, remembering his first encounter with the Osprey, only weeks before. It seemed like years, now. Returning the crewman’s salute, he headed to his SUV, started it and drove home, eager to see Lindy again, hold her in his arms, ravish her with love.
* * *
Knock, Knock.
The door opened, thrown back as she recognized him in the porch lights. “Matt, you’re home!’ she screamed, giggling, hugging him tightly. “I wasn’t sure when you’d return, but I expected tomorrow. I’m so glad you’re home early.” She hugged him, kissing his lips tenderly.
He threw his bag over a chair and spent minutes standing, kissing, hugging, speaking sweet nothings into her ear. Three weeks apart during their young marriage, only three months past, reminded him how much he loved her. He tugged her, not resisting, into the bedroom.
* * *
Ten minutes passed and they returned to the living room, sat, smiling, staring at each other for a long time.
Lindy broke the pleasant silence, “So how was your trip? Save the world again?” She laughed, giggling, as she always did on his return. The man she adored had returned. She had him all to herself for a while.
“Nah,” he said. “Just fixed an undersea cable. Same old, same old.”
She cocked her head. “They paid you two million dollars to repair a cable?”
Improvising, he replied, “Yeah, it carries monetary data between the U.S. and China. Ten billion dollar’s worth every day. My part was a drop in the bucket compared to what they could have lost. Plus it involved some danger; parts of it were below the Glider’s test depth. Almost killed me.” He choked up, thinking of Briscoe, and continued, “Fortunately, once again I prevailed against the unforgiving ocean. Here I am.” He was pouring it on, leading her on with his believable fabrication.
Almost in tears, she hugged him again. “Oh, honey, you’re so brave. Can I get you anything?”
“Yeah, there was no alcohol on the ship. I’d love a cold beer. Been thinking of one the whole time.”
“Well you just sit right there, I’ll get you one.”
Returning with two, she handed him one and popped open the other.
After tapping bottles, he sat back on the couch, put his feet on the coffee table, sighed and asked, “So what’s been happening here? Anything interesting?”
“Well you got something in the mail from the U.S. Treasury, looks like a check. I wanted to open it, but I saved it for you.”
“Yeah, we know what that is. Anything else?”
No, not much, until today. I really got worried about you. A Special News Report interrupted our newscast at four, reporting on two underwater volcanoes that were erupting far off the coast of Los Angeles. It was quite spectacular. Navy officials said they were harmless deep-sea fissures erupting from the ring of fire. It happens every hundred years or so. They even felt some small tremors from it in L.A. No one was hurt or injured, as far as they know.” She paused, “I was afraid you might be working near there and be injured or even killed.”
“No, I missed that. Must have been exciting, though. My work is always boring. Always underwater. Miss everything.”
He sipped from his beer, grabbed the remote and switched on the TV, expecting to see live coverage of the volcanoes. Instead the NCAA March Madness tournament had started; the Golden Bears were winning. He smiled, anyway. Life was good.
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