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Chapter
1:  Mid August


Colm Rowley was in a hurry.  A
senior analyst with the CIA, he had spent the last two weeks on a high priority
report, and his family life was strained.  Now that he had finished, it was
time to make amends.  Having submitted the report and finished work, he needed
to gas up the car and get to that little league baseball game.  All the trouble
was going to be worth it.  His wife would have to understand.  This report
would get him noticed in the intelligence community.  There would surely be an
upside for the family.  


As instructed, he had delivered the
report to the Director in person about four hours ago.  By now he would have
had a chance to read it.  He kept replaying its conclusions in his head as he
got out of his car to pump gas.  The air in the DC area was thick and stifling,
and his breathing tightened as he took in the heat and humidity.  I should
take better care of my health he thought.  He was overweight, with high
blood pressure and signs of diabetes.  What good would it do to be a star in
the intelligence community if I’m not around to enjoy it?


It had started with an assignment
to develop a dossier on Helsing-Tilbury, one of the world’s largest shipping
companies.  They had been acquired by a mysterious holding entity with no
public face, Smithfield-Warwick LLC.  The Chief was curious about who was now
behind Tilbury, so he assigned the Agency to look into it.  As he started
pumping gas, Rowley smiled as he considered the likely reason for the
President’s interest.  He probably wanted to know who to approach for his
political fund raising.  But what Rowley had found was deadly serious, and
political donations would not be the Chief’s principal concern when he saw the
results.


Tracking Smithfield’s ownership had
been very tricky.  Intentionally so, he thought.  The Byzantine ownership
structure was layered so deep with front entities that only a stroke of luck,
combined with his considerable skill enabled him to identify the true owners. 
Once he had, he knew exactly why they had tried to hide their identities.  This
will be explosive he thought to himself.  Heads will roll.  


The sudden, searing pain in his
chest literally took his breath away.  He clutched his chest, blood now
spreading rapidly across the front of his shirt.  Was that a gunshot?


He realized he was dying.  It
isn’t fair.  His family would never see the upside of what he’d done.  He
felt cold despite the summer heat, as his consciousness faded away.  He
collapsed and was dead within seconds.


The swarm of police converged on
this the scene of the latest in a series of seemingly random shootings in DC. 
It had become a regrettably familiar pattern since the shootings began.  First
came the swarm of police vehicles, followed shortly by ambulances and
television crews.  The police cordoned off the area around the pumps while the
paramedics retrieved the body.  The cameras were kept at a distance, and the
reporters filmed their segments against the backdrop of the crime scene.  The
chatter from the scrum of reporters blended into a single sound, like so many
chirping crickets, as the crews worked on the scene.  But this time, shortly
after the paramedics had loaded Rowley’s body on their gurney, a second
ambulance arrived along with four unmarked cars.  The door of one of the cars
opened and a man in a dark suit stepped out, walked to the local crew and
flashed his FBI badge.  “We’ll take this from here,” he said, at which the
local paramedics shrugged their shoulders while the local police grumbled among
themselves.  Rowley’s body was loaded into the FBI ambulance and whisked away. 
Meanwhile, the crime scene was cleared of anyone not with the FBI, and several
vans of investigators quickly converged on the scene.


The investigators worked into the
night collecting all possible evidence, including any fragments of the hollow
tipped bullet that killed Rowley.  By the following morning, all traces of the
crime scene had disappeared, as had any chance the public would see any
evidence turned up by the investigation of the murder of Colm Rowley.









Chapter 2:  A Meeting of Friends, June the Following Year


Halfway between New York City and
Albany is the old city of Kingston, a relaxing drive through the Hudson Valley
with expansive views of the Catskills.  John Corson made the trip to join his
longtime friend Robbie Linssman for the weekend.  Robbie’s daughter Jessica was
graduating from the University of Albany the following day, and their families
had once been very close.  The girls used to play together, before the
automobile accident that claimed the lives of John’s wife and daughter.  


John arrived at Robbie’s house
early Friday evening and the two men took a short walk, enjoying the smells of
late spring and the sights of old Kingston on the Hudson.  They settled into a
booth at the Riverside Cafe, a comfortable place with an out of the way feel.


“It’s really nice to see you and
again,” started John.  “And Jess graduating.  That touches me as deeply as if
she were my own daughter.” 


“I know,” said Robbie.  “If it
weren’t for you, she might not even be here.”  John had once saved a
four-year-old Jess from drowning.  She had fallen into an icy river and John
jumped in to save her.  He managed to cling to her and to a tree branch until
rescuers could reach them.  After Jon’s loss, Jess filled the hole in John’s
heart like a biological daughter.


To change the subject, Robbie said,
“Helsing-Tilbury’s been bought out.  I told you about that last fall.”


“Yeah?”


“The buyer was this shell company
called Smithfield-Warwick, LLC.”  


“I remember you telling me this. 
Have there been any problems with them?”


“None.  You’d sort of expect to
have fresh MBA jerks wearing their fake smiles and loafers, crawling up your
ass looking to impress the boss by finding a few cents in efficiency.  I first
thought it was some equity fund that wanted to juice up our earnings and sell
us off, or take us public again.  But there’s been nothing like that.  No
visits from the bosses.  Not here or any of the big sites around the world.” 
Robbie lowered his eyes and frowned slightly.


“Well cheers to that,” said John as
he raised a glass.  “You don’t like those punks any more than I do, so what
else is there to make you look at me like that?”


“There’s a lot more, actually.”  


They were interrupted by a news
update on the television mounted in the corner of the cafe.  Another financial
crisis and scandal was brewing.  This one was related to the settling of
positions in the commodities markets.  China had evidently purchased gold
futures contracts on the COMEX, and when the settlement date came, asked for
gold bullion as was specified in the contract.  Most investors never invoke the
right to claim bullion, preferring to take cash instead.  As a result, many
suspected that there was not sufficient bullion to back the contracts that
changed hands.  In this case it looked as though somebody had indeed been
caught with their pants down, and had no bullion to settle the position.  If
this was not contained, it could bring down banks all over the world.  Many
banks had large short positions in gold, meaning that they had sold gold
without owning it and now owed gold rather than currency.  John had an
extensive financial background, so he made a note to himself to look into this
a little more deeply when there was time.


Robbie resumed.  “Tilbury ships
containers all over the world.  Mostly, we ship full containers from China to
the rest of the world, and then we scramble to fill them with anything we can
on their way back to China.  Even still, most go back empty.”  


“Sure, the trade imbalance is
atrocious.”  


Robbie continued.  “Most of what we
do here in Kingston is compliance work, making sure that the paperwork that
governments require is in place.  The US government is the big problem for us. 
The public story is that they’re protecting us from terrorists.  The actual
wording in C-TPAT is clear though.  It’s all about collecting duties.  Nothing
new there, and with my background, at least it’s a living.”  


They ate and drank a little and
John gave a knowing glance, which Robbie took as his cue to resume.  “The big
logistical bottlenecks for Tilbury as a whole are the branch points in
shipping.  Places like the Malacca Strait, the Suez and Panama canals. 
Panama’s the busiest for us, with so much US bound freight passing through.  The
exporters in China find it easiest to load the biggest ships as full as they
can, with freight bound for either the big ports on the west coast or for the
Panama Canal.  Some years ago, the Chinese bought ports at either end of the
Canal to serve as sorting stations.  They combine available ships bound for
individual ports in the Gulf, the Mississippi or the East Coast, with cargo
bound for those destinations.  Our office keeps track of what’s going where,
ensuring all the forms are filled in, and all the taxes are paid.”  


“Robbie, you’ve told me this story
in various forms”.


Robbie raised an index finger to
get John’s attention. “But Smithfield recently bought San Marcos Island.  It’s
an uninhabited member of the Pearl Island Archipelago off the coast of Panama,
with a natural harbor.  I don’t get it.  The ports are not at capacity today,
and the Chinese will never in any case allow their cargo to be diverted from
the ports they already own.  If they’re expecting an income stream, they’re
badly mistaken.  The investment could sink the company.”


That twist caught John’s
attention.  Irrational financial behavior from a large institution is
suspicious in and of itself, he thought.  He had left the Navy after
training briefly to become a SEAL, becoming disillusioned with the ends for
which the military was used.  He joined the SEC with idealistic notions that he
could weed out corruption in the financial markets.  He quickly saw the
politics that went into deciding who was prosecuted and who was not.  Undaunted,
he had been breaking open a financial scandal in the face of substantial
pressure not to pursue the matter.  That was when the accident happened.  His
wife Joanne, and his young daughter Sarah, were driving down a hill that turned
abruptly at the bottom, next to a river.  The brakes failed, and John’s life
was never the same.  Needing a change in his life, he joined a large investment
bank and became independently wealthy by engineering the very transactions he
had so loathed while at the SEC.  John finally retired at age 47, now nine
years ago.  “What do you know about the ownership group?” he asked Robbie.


“Nothing.  Not even a memo
introducing themselves.  Nobody I’ve spoken with could tell me anything about
Smithfield, not even Magnuson, the CEO.  I briefly spoke with him this past
winter.  Think about that for a second.  The chief admits to a mid level
employee that he’s out of the loop.”


“Do you have any reason to worry?”
asked John.


Robbie shrugged.  “If they fail,
I’ll be out of work.  If they start smuggling drugs or weapons through the San
Marcos port, I might be linked to the paperwork and I’d have some explaining to
do.  But no, I’m not seriously spooked.”


“What about the Panamanians.  Do
they know who bought the Island?”


“They have no idea where the money
came from, if you believe what I’m hearing.  But you have to figure they were
bribed in any case.  I’ve made inquiries in a number of places, so maybe
something will come back with substantive info.”


“Sometimes Robbie, it’s best not to
dig too deeply into things like that.  Any one of the scenarios you described
could get you fired, or worse.”


“That doesn’t scare me anymore.”


Feeling that Robbie had exhausted
the topic, John felt comfortable changing the subject.  “Have you been up to
Silver Lake yet this year?  It must be getting beautiful by now.”  Robbie had a
small camp in the Adirondack Mountains, and they had spent many vacations there
together.


Robbie shook his head.  “No, it
hasn’t worked out for me.  The place is ready but I’ve been tied up with all
this crap.  Besides, I like it best in August, when the bugs are gone and the
water’s still warm.  Would you like to come up later this summer?”


“You know you don’t have to ask
twice.  As soon as we have the date, I’ll clear everything else from my
schedule” replied John.









Chapter 3:  On the Border


Border Patrol Agent Cam Burrows was
not in a forgiving mood.  Not since visiting his friend and fellow Agent Jason
Gilbert in the hospital that morning.  His outrage was building over the events
leading to Gilbert’s hospitalization.  Gilbert had been patrolling near
Sanderson, Texas, between San Antonio and the Big Bend area, when three armed
pickup trucks crossed the Rio Grande into US territory.  He knew the protocol
full well.  He was not to confront raiders with superior armaments.  He was to
stand back and report the incident rather than risk his life and possibly start
an international incident.  But he had a job to do, and he had his pride.  He
was disgusted at all the times he simply stood by while armies crossed the
border unchallenged.  Welling up inside him, his resentment caused something in
his temperament to change on that day.  He made toward the group and turned on
his siren and lights.


The pickups swung their machine
guns around and peppered Gilbert’s Chevy Tahoe with bullets from top to
bottom.  Gilbert managed to alert his team of the incursion in spite of his
wounds.  The sound of automatic weapons fire could be heard over the radio
before the bullets destroyed its circuitry.  When the helicopter reached
Gilbert a half hour later, they found him near death.  Burrows visited the
hospital as soon as he heard, and was overwhelmed to see his friend lying there
comatose, suffering major blood loss and systemic shock, battling for his life.


Now, Burrows took the exit off
route 90 and proceeded past Seminole Canyon State Park.  He left the road and
came to a promontory above the Rio Grande where he could view a broad expanse
of river.  The spot was among his favorites to observe the river and enjoy the
serenity when nothing was happening.  Burrows was 35, thin but not athletic,
and a little on the short side.  He had close cropped brown hair and a neatly
trimmed mustache, as well as a habit of talking to himself, developed over
thousands of lonely hours on duty.  After waiting several hours, he saw it.  A
convoy of three pickups with machine guns in their beds crossing the river back
into Mexico.  Those bastards!  They’re crossing the border back and forth
like it’s their back yard.


A radical idea came upon Burrows. 
He knew that reporting the crossing would accomplish nothing, and the next
Agent who crossed their path would meet Gilbert’s fate, or worse.  He would
follow them and find out where they were based.  He had his high-end camera, so
he would use it.  They wouldn’t be able to ignore the pictures so easily.


There were not many convenient
spots in the region for crossing the Rio Grande.  The banks were steep upstream
of the Amistad Reservoir, often like a canyon.  He waited until he was sure
they could not observe him and descended the valley side to the river, crossing
it easily with his Tahoe.  The rutted trail up the other side of the canyon was
barely identifiable as anything but rough riverbank.  But in his years of
patrolling, Burrows had become expert at off-road driving, and had little
trouble making the climb.  He was now in Mexico, a blatant violation of his
instructions.  But he didn’t care.  This had gone too far, and he was going to
force them to take action.


As he cleared the crest of the
canyon, Burrows saw the dust tail of the receding trucks in the distance.  In
front of his vehicle, he could see their tire tracks very clearly.  They were
using heavy duty off-road tires that left deep impressions in the dirt.  It
would be no problem tracking them.  But this was not a flat desert floor.  He
had to move slowly, almost at a crawl.  His own tires compromised between road
comfort and some off-road prowess, but today that prowess was too little.  He
occasionally crossed a primitive road, but the tracks he was following did not
use roads, so he stayed on course.  His progress was slow, and he had to make a
strategic decision.  The day was late, and he could not risk traveling at
night, lest he fall into a deep gully and never get out.  On any other day,
common sense would have prevailed and he would have turned around to go home. 
But this wasn’t any other day.  Whether it was his visit to Gilbert or other
factors, today he was determined to see things through.


As the sun sank low in the sky,
Burrows was sure he saw large airplanes coming in from the southwest, landing
somewhere not too far to the south of his location.  There’s no air base
around here, so far as I know.  He watched the activity into twilight and
there was no mistake about it.  Not only were they coming in from the
southwest, they were also taking off into the southwest.  Now that’s really
weird.  No airport he had ever seen would let flights take off back in the
same direction they came from.  The direction was always dictated by the wind,
so planes could both take off and land facing the wind for greater air speed.


Burrows found a gully that was deep
enough to hide his vehicle, but not so steep that getting in and out would be a
problem.  He parked for the night, and climbed onto the roof of the Tahoe.  It
was still summer and the evening was hot, but the drier air here deep in the
desert made it relatively comfortable.  He sat on the Tahoe’s roof for an
additional hour, watching the endless stream of airplanes coming and going.  He
took out his binoculars to get a closer look.  They were large cargo planes,
but he could not identify the models, and there were no markings that he could
make out.  Finally well after dark, Burrows flopped down the back seats of his
Tahoe and made a makeshift cot to sleep on.  He would pursue this again
tomorrow.









Chapter 4:  President Jackson Torres


President Jackson Torres sat at his
desk sipping his third cup of coffee, irrationally hoping that more coffee
would calm his nerves, and preparing for his upcoming meeting with a special
envoy from the Chinese government.  The meeting was at the specific request of
the Chinese Premier.  The envoy was known even in Washington as a rising star
in Chinese politics, and a power broker in international circles.


The door opened without as much as
a knock.  Through it walked Hanna Morgensen, the Secretary of State.  She was
barely over 5 feet tall, but heavyset.  Her eyebrows naturally dipped in the
middle of her forehead to shape a permanent frown.  For the benefit of anybody
who thought her appearance accidental and not indicative of her demeanor, there
was a second warning.  She always wore a brooch in the shape of a coiled cobra,
with garnets in its eyes.  Torres assumed she must have a drawer full of
identical brooches, because she never failed to show up wearing one.  


Torres instinctively tensed as the
Cobra entered.  He knew that before she left, she would intimidate him into
agreeing to something inimical to his values.  She was not his choice for
Secretary of State.  Most of his cabinet picks were names he chose, which were
then vetted by his anonymous donors.  But they had insisted specifically on the
Cobra for State.


Torres counted among his ancestors
the Mayflower Americans and the governing class of Puerto Ricans.  He even had
a convenient smidgeon of Native American blood.  His complexion was light, his
features Caucasian, yet in the race conscious cauldron that was America, he was
considered multiracial.  He was a tall man with obvious muscle tone and a
square jaw.  His credentials were perfect on a superficial level to qualify him
as President of the United States.  But his strong look could not completely
cover the deep insecurity he carried in his role.  He was afraid of the Cobra,
and he was even more afraid that she saw it.


“Good morning Hanna,” opened Torres
with an apprehension he hoped to hide, trying his best to appear confident. 
“It’s always a pleasure to see you first thing,” he added with only the
faintest hint of irony.  The Cobra made no effort to acknowledge the greeting
or break her permanent frown.  She merely tilted her head downwards slightly,
so the glasses on the end of her nose gave way to her unobstructed glare.


With Torres still cringing,
Morgensen sat down opposite him at his desk and opened the folder she was
carrying.  “You need to get two points across to the Chinese,” she opened. 
“First, if they want continued access to our markets, they have to recognize
the difficulty this causes us with our trade deficits.  The capital flow from
us to them has to be re-circulated.  Accordingly, we expect their purchases of
Treasury securities to continue at their present percentage of trade.  Second,
we expect them to revalue the Yuan with respect to the Dollar.”


“But that’s impossible,” objected
Torres, leaning back in his chair to try to put himself at ease.  “The very act
of buying our debt increases the value of the Dollar with respect to the Yuan.”


Morgensen was unmoved.  “Then
they’ll have to get creative in other ways.  They can sell Euros, for example. 
If they don’t like that, they can invent their own solution.  But they will
revalue the Yuan.  Our position is final.”  She looked at him over her reading
glasses as if to further drive home the point.


Torres wondered whether her
definition of “our position” held any regard for what he thought.  He fidgeted
in his chair and gripped his pen tightly enough to flex it visibly.  “Is there
anything else?”


“You will be firm with them.  Use
threats if you must.  They have to see that you’re serious.”


Torres said nothing, but inside his
head he was shouting:  I could send you to Beijing.  That should scare them
quickly enough.


The Cobra rose and started towards
the door while Torres bid her goodbye with “Thank you, Hannula.”


She quickly turned and gave him a
glare that could cut through inch thick steel.  She hated her formal name, and
was sure that Torres knew that.  She turned her back and walked out the door
without any further comment.


Torres was as entrenched in the
establishment culture of America as most holders of that office have been. 
Born in Charlottesville, Virginia, where his father was a visiting scholar at
the University of Virginia History Department, Torres was schooled in the
private schools of New England.  He then attended Yale, where he developed good
working relationships with many future power brokers.  The establishment
interests saw in him a perfect blend of their values combined with a background
that they hoped could bring together different cultural groups to build
consensus on issues of importance.


Next in to see Torres was National
Security Advisor Mansour Kurdistani.  “Kurdi,” as he was known, had been
brought in for his knowledge of the peoples of Southwest Asia, while having
also proven his allegiance the progressive Western political and economic
orders.  Kurdi was always a welcome reprieve after Morgensen.  He was slightly
shorter than average with dark straight hair and a full mustache.  He walked in
a gentle rocking manner that had a way of putting people at ease.  He remained
on his feet as he began.  “Mr. President, I’ll leave the routine reports with
you should you want to review them, but today I want to highlight this one in
particular.”


Kurdi sat deferentially in the
chair across from Torres, the same chair Morgensen had aggressively made her
own.  He handed Torres a memo while holding his own copy.  “I’ll summarize it. 
Chinese naval maneuvers around southern Japanese islands are intensifying, and
the details we have picked up from their communications seem to indicate a high
level of interest in Japan.  It’s important to qualify those statements with
the limitations of our listening capabilities.  Their important communications
are scrambled, and we’re nowhere near being able to break those codes.  What we
can read amounts to low level chatter, and we monitor trends in that chatter. 
In all likelihood, they know that we listen, so I don’t put it past them to
send us backdoor messages.”


“They’re threatening to invade
Japan?” asked Torres as he folded his hands behind his head and leaned back,
deliberately provoking Kurdi with an overstatement of what he had heard.


“Sir, in my opinion, they are
merely trying to remind you that they can project their power if forced to do
so.  It may be that they decided now was the perfect time to do so, ahead of
your meeting with their envoy.  An actual invasion is not a realistic danger,
again in my opinion.”


“Have they made any threats against
Taiwan?” asked Torres.


“No Sir, at least not by way of
naval maneuvers or low level chatter that we can monitor.”


“That’s strange by its absence,”
noted Torres.  “Of course, if they were considering anything there, their
communications would be encrypted.  It wouldn’t be part of any posturing on
their part, right?”


“Yes Sir, that’s likely.  Would you
like me to raise it at our staff meetings, to get all the opinions on the
table?”


“Please do.  Thanks for your
briefing Kurdi, and get back to me with your consensus as soon as you meet.”


Kurdi was about to take that as his
cue to leave, but hesitated as he began to move to the door.  “What else is
there, Kurdi?” asked Torres.


“Sir, we’ve conducted an assessment
of an earlier issue that had come up.  Do you remember when we found computer
viruses in the control systems for our drone fleet?”


“I remember.  What was your
conclusion?”


“First, I have to say that there
was a lot of pressure on us to find that Iran was responsible.  Since the
Persian Gulf is a major arena where the drones are used, it seemed plausible at
first.”


“So you don’t think it’s Iran?”
asked Torres.


Kurdi looked defensive, with his
head low.  “Iran is utterly lacking in the programming sophistication that we
found in the viruses.  China and Israel are the only countries that have that
level of military computing horsepower.  Aside from us, of course.”


“What was so sophisticated about
it?”


“Our drones have one area of
vulnerability.  They are piloted remotely.  So in theory, their control
mechanisms could be overtaken by an enemy who overrides our signal.  Our
encryption should make that impossible, but not if certain codes are collected
and transmitted from inside our system.  That’s what these viruses were
designed to do.”


“So our drones are compromised?”
asked Torres.


“Possibly, and not only our
drones.  All civilian aircraft have had the same control systems in place,
since the mid 1990s, allowing the ground to take over the plane, and lock out
the pilots.  It’s a way of foiling hijackers, but now we’re talking about a
hostile party being able to take over the plane.”


“Thanks Kurdi.  Please send a memo
to all senior military planners, and include a note that I approve of your
conclusion.”  Kurdi nodded and left Torres’ office.


Torres’ political rise was almost
inevitable, as he had a natural skill at engaging people’s attention, and an
insider’s pedigree.  His father was a member of the Council on Foreign
Relations and was widely noted for his expertise on the history of world trade,
from colonial to modern times.  His rise seemed effortless, and money came to
his campaigns without his having to ask or negotiate.  Most of it came from
effectively anonymous sources where the true source of the money was never
known to him.  The suburban Maryland district he represented in Congress took
to his progressive ideas with overwhelming enthusiasm.  Within four years and
with the death of an older Maryland Senator, Torres easily claimed that seat at
the age of 38.  By that time, political insiders were openly discussing how
long it would be before his appearance on a national ticket.  But with approval
from insiders came suspicions from the people that he was indifferent to their
interests.  Despite the mistrust of the common people, Torres nonetheless rode
a wave of progressive enthusiasm to an easy electoral victory, aided in no small
part by the nation’s aversion to the heavy handed governance of the previous
administration.  Torres was beloved in progressive circles, not least because
he was elected without needing to placate the populist sentiments that were so
alien to progressives.


Torres’ final visitor was his Chief
of Staff Gerry Levine.  Levine was respectful but in a way that always left the
impression of a façade.  “Is everything set for the special envoy?” asked
Torres.


“Yes Sir, though I also have to ask
whether you’ve worked everything out with Ms. Morgensen.  She was pretty firm
about being first in this morning.”


Torres extended his arms and looked
up in a mock gesture of surrender.  “Gerry, the Cobra is killing me.  Couldn’t
you tell her I’m at some monastery in Antarctica or something?”


“Sir, if I did that, it’s me who
would find himself in Antarctica, or at least pieces of me would be,” replied
Levine with an awkward smile.


Torres gave Levine a quick glance
as if to remind him that only one of them was going to make jokes during these
discussions, and Levine quickly became serious again.  “Keep on Kurdi for me. 
I need to know what their take is on the Chinese naval maneuvers.”









Chapter 5:  Golfing with Stahl


When Jackson Torres was under
stress, it was well known that he favored golf as an escape from his problems. 
What was not well known was that his favored golf partner and mentor Carson
Stahl was perhaps the biggest single influence in his life.  Stahl was a
pragmatist who had left wing tendencies in his younger days but had evolved
over time into a pragmatic power broker.  He had a knack at posing the right
question to an opinion poll and getting an answer that could be exploited in an
election.  But more importantly, Stahl knew the people who represented the big money,
the people you had to make the deals with if you wanted to be elected to higher
office.


When the two played golf, they
would often sit and talk in the cart for long periods of time, even when they
had arrived at the golf ball.  The Secret Service gave them their space, but
they instinctively did most of their talking in the cart.


“I’m burning out, Carson,” said
Torres.  “Power is an illusion in my office.  You showed me how to get elected,
how to raise the money needed from the owners and gain acceptance with their
lackeys in the media.  But now I’m their employee, and my job is to protect
their interests from the people.  They even put the Cobra in there to supervise
me, to keep me in line.”


“Jackson, that’s the reality of
power,” said Stahl, standing up from the cart and barely increasing his
elevation, standing at only 5’5”.  Stahl was wise, but he did not look the part
enough to be elected to public office himself.  “You don’t think they’d let an
outsider like yourself upset the apple cart, do you?”


“But they helped me get elected,”
said Torres.


“Think of it as a rich man who has
a vast estate.  He hires a manager, whose job it is to keep the peasants happy,
and yet keep the estate operating profitably.”


“That’s different,” protested
Torres.  “That manager was hired over the peasants.  I was elected by the
people.”


“No, it’s not different,” said
Stahl.  “A resourceful landlord will stage an election, and the peasants will
pick his manager, or one of two candidates he nominates for manager.  But in no
case will he let something as unpredictable as the will of the people affect
how the estate is run.  That could lead to his ruin.”


“So I’m just a clerk?” asked
Torres.


“Well, yes,” said Stahl.  “You get
to fly around in your own, private 747, and host state dinners.  You look to
the rest of the world like the leader of the free world.  Do your part, and
your reward for faithful service will be a retirement where you’re paid half a
million per speech.  I’d say that’s a good way to be a clerk.”


“Honestly, it doesn’t feel that way
when the Cobra’s in my office, browbeating me over what an idiot I am for not
understanding ahead of time what the owners want me to do.”


“There’s intense competition for
your job, even with its downsides,” said Stahl.  “The owners, as you call them,
will invest heavily in order to maintain the illusion of democracy.”


“Illusion?” asked Torres.


“When you run for election with a
clearly defined platform, and then take office and abandon it completely, in
favor of an agenda foisted on you, that’s not democracy,” said Stahl.  “When
there’s absolutely no connection between what the people vote for and what they
get, other than the man in charge, that’s an illusion.”


Torres looked at Stahl fearfully. 
Stahl continued, “And be glad that they want to maintain it.  Because one day,
they’ll decide that it’s not worth the trouble.  And you won’t like what comes
after that.”


Torres was shaken, pondering
Stahl’s warning.  Changing the subject, he asked, “Have you heard of Yu-Xin
Zheng?”


“Sure.  He’s a star not only in
Chinese politics but also on the world scene.”


“He’s paying me a visit tomorrow.”


“It’s a safe bet that it won’t be a
trivial matter.  Zheng’s a heavyweight.  Good luck with that.”









Chapter 6:  San Gustavo


Dawn in the northern Mexican desert
brings cool and even slightly moist air, compared to the dry heat of mid day. 
The sunrise is pink, fading to blue across the vast expanse of sky.  The stars
begin to fade and daylight takes hold.  Cam Burrows awoke in his Border Patrol
Chevy Tahoe and stepped out to get his bearings.  He briefly took in the beauty
of the moment before hardening his determination to pursue the people who
almost killed his friend Jason Gilbert.  I hope Jason wakes up to this
beautiful morning.


As he had hoped, extricating the
Tahoe from the gully was not much of a challenge, but the terrain was as bad as
ever as he moved forward, following the still legible tracks of the armed
vehicles.  Even had they faded, Burrows was now confident that the tracks led
to the airport he had been watching.  The planes kept coming and going
uninterrupted, as frequently as if this had been a major US commercial
airport.  He had the impression that the flow of air traffic never stopped, not
even at night.


As Burrows made slow progress
toward the airport and what was obviously a large scale operation, he wondered
what he was going to say once he got there.  Hello, I’m from the US Border
Patrol and I really shouldn’t be here but I was just wondering what you guys
are doing here in Mexico, sending cargo aircraft in and out to the southwest to
make sure we can’t see them in Texas.  I hope you don’t mind letting me see
your facilities.  He chuckled at the absurdity of the idea, and continued.


He came to a dry riverbed and saw
that the airport was straight ahead, just over a rocky ridge.  His GPS showed
the location as San Gustavo.  He zoomed out and noticed that Laughlin Air Force
Base in Texas was barely 25 miles away.  Wouldn’t they know what was going
on over here?  The ridge ahead was too steep for the Tahoe to climb, and in
any event it would be too visible from the top.  He backtracked slightly across
the dry riverbed and parked the vehicle amid some scrub, in a gully that seemed
to be a tributary to the dry river.  He cut some brush, which he threw on the
roof of the Tahoe to cover its markings and lights.  The beige color of the
rest of the vehicle would now blend in with the desert.


Burrows began his hike up the ridge
near mid day, and found himself going through his water faster than he had anticipated. 
He approached the top of the ridge, weary from the heat and questioning why he
had ever done this.  As he crested the top, his reasons hit him in the forehead
like an errant baseball bat.  This was not just an airport.  It was a massive
complex of hangars, fuel depots, barracks and endless storage warehouses. 
There were two long runways on the outside edges of the complex, running not
quite parallel, diverging slightly to the southwest.  The northeast ends of the
runways were connected by four taxiways, so the planes could both take off and
land to the southwest.  There were several cargo planes unloading as he stood
there.  Using his binoculars, he saw armored personnel carriers coming off one
plane and into some sort of hangar.  To the left he spotted another plane
unloading its cargo, backed up against an open hangar.  He could not see the
cargo, so he decided to take a closer look.  


As he descended from the ridge,
Burrows could finally appreciate the size of the complex.  It would dwarf Laughlin
AFB, of that he was sure.  The tops of the buildings were painted in
camouflage, and everything looked brand new.  Any older satellite images would
show nothing.  There were people everywhere, busy unloading the constantly
arriving cargo jets.  Another jet pulled up to a fuel cistern, and instead of
fueling up, it connected a hose to its belly.  A tanker?  They’re flying in
fuel.  Doesn’t Mexico have plenty they could truck around?


The edges of the complex at San
Gustavo were only loosely ringed with fencing.  There was a ring of razor wire
at the top, but the bottom was sloppily put together, leaving large gaps under
the chain link fencing.  Burrows had no problem slipping under at one spot, but
he failed to notice the trip wire just inside the fence, and his foot pulled it
decisively.  He approached the runway, not daring to cross it, as he was sure
the staff in the control tower would see him.  He stayed off to the side and
positioned himself to see into the hangar receiving cargo from one large jet.  Fighters! 
They were unloading fighter jets.  What the hell?  Since when does Mexico
have fighters like that?  And do they not fly?  Why do they have to ship them
in like this?  I need to get back and tell someone what I’ve seen.









Chapter 7:  Visit from an Envoy


Torres spent a half hour reading
the news on his computer.  He enjoyed the coverage given him by the corporate
media, but was far too intelligent to treat those obsequious reports as
indicative of how the people saw him.  He knew too well that there would be
suspicious and critical coverage linked from aggregator web sites, so he
checked every day to see what his political adversaries were saying.  Sometimes
the attacks were simply laughable.  But he had a problem with those who called
him a socialist, and could not bring himself to understand what their problem
was.  The word socialist was a pejorative in America, but he was sure that deep
down, most Americans were socialist in a limited sense, regardless their
discomfort with the label.  Nearly every Representative and Senator from both
parties voted for progressive social programs to varying degrees, so what did
they consider themselves?


Torres’ private time was
interrupted when the intercom buzzed.  “Mr. Zheng has arrived at the White
House.”


“Have him escorted to the Map Room,
in the Executive Residence.”  Torres felt this would be more personal than the
Oval Office or the Diplomatic Reception room.  They would serve Zheng some tea
and let him make himself comfortable for a few minutes.  Torres finished his
last cup of coffee, shut down his computer, and paced around the office
anxiously, trying to gather his thoughts and his wits.  He did not want to
appear agitated at the meeting, but as usual he’d had too much coffee this
morning.  It was easy to do when they kept offering him more.  He imagined the
nerves that Zheng must be feeling, and reminded himself that he always
projected authority well.  He took a deep breath, checked himself in the
mirror, and said, “It’s show time.”


Now cheerful and energetic, Torres
opened his door and walked the colonnade to the Map Room.  “Welcome to the
White House, Mr. Zheng,” he radiated, giving the visitor a firm handshake.


Zheng had been chosen as much for
his comfort with the English language and American customs as for his
negotiating skills, which were considerable.  His family was originally from
Shanghai, but Yu-Xin Zheng had grown up in Beijing, with stints in Australia
and Canada where his father was assigned as a diplomat.  His English was
consequently very strong, with only the softest Mandarin accent.  “Thank you
for receiving me at this time, Mr. President.”  Zheng smiled at the President
and sat down in the chair that had been prepared for him across a small table
from Torres.


“Your people said it was urgent,”
replied Torres, looking Zheng in the eye.  “I can’t stress enough how much we
value our relationship with the Chinese people.”  Torres consciously used the
word “people” rather than “government” when speaking of China, a detail that
did not go unnoticed by Zheng.


Zheng sat down in his chair, still
holding his teacup in one hand, the saucer in the other.  He began.  “I was
asked to come here on behalf of the representatives of the Chinese people, Mr.
President, who have been America’s largest foreign creditors for some time.”


“As America is China’s biggest
customer,” retorted Torres, hoping Zheng remembered that the customer is always
right.


“Mr. President, a conservative
estimate of America’s total debt and social obligations is in excess of 100
trillion dollars.  The Chinese are concerned about America’s continued
solvency.”


Torres frowned and objected.  “Just
a second.  Our debt to China is less than a trillion, and our total debt is
only around 10 trillion.”


Zheng avoided eye contact and
continued.  “Mr. President, 10 trillion does not count your social obligations
to your seniors.  It is simply implausible to assert that you can keep all your
promises moving forward.  And that brings us to China’s special concern.  In a
default, we expect to be the first to lose.”


Torres leaned forward across his
desk and waved the pen in his hand at Zheng, who recoiled slightly in his
chair.  “I’ll say it again, Mr. Zheng.  The US government will never default on
its obligations.  We are the most reliable financial entity in the world.”


“Forgive me, Mr. President, but I
must speak the case I was sent to make,” replied Zheng, now conscious of
Torres’ irritation.  He put his saucer on the table and wiped the palm of his
hand on his pant leg, picked it up again, then continued.  “Whether the default
comes overtly or as a devaluation of our holdings by inflation, it is
unavoidable.  The American economy simply cannot generate enough value for it
to be otherwise.”


Torres remained silent for some
time, then stood, walked to the window, looked outside and ignored his guest
for the better part of a minute. “We’ll just have to disagree on economics.  My
advisers are unanimous in their advice, which differs markedly from your
argument.  But the reason you came here was to make a case for your
government.  If it was as you say, a question of inflation or default – which I
do not concede at this time – which would be less objectionable to the Chinese
government?”


Zheng tensed, gripping his tea cup
so tightly it rattled against the saucer in his other hand.  He quickly put
both on the desk, but he had betrayed his tension, and indicated to Torres that
this was the moment when Zheng would deliver the crux of his message.  Zheng
stood and walked to the end of the room, glanced at the art on the walls, then
continued.  “The representatives of the Chinese people want neither option, as
either one would destroy the United States as customer and world power.  We
would like to pursue an alternative form of compensation, that does not damage the
United States.”


“I don’t follow.”


Zheng took a slow step forward, now
sensing that he had an opening in the conversation.  “China has strategic
objectives in the international arena, and the United States is often a major
obstacle to their achievement.  We wish to expand our sphere of influence, with
your acquiescence.  In exchange we will forgive your debt.  I’ve been asked to
invite you to negotiate these items with representatives of the Chinese
people.  Upon your agreement to negotiate, we will appoint a team to come to
Washington to work out the specific details to be in play.  We ask that you
consult with whomever you need to consult, and let representatives of the
Chinese people know your willingness to negotiate in one week’s time.”


“So you’re giving me an ultimatum,”
said Torres in a subdued voice, still standing at the window.  “We turn our
backs on our allies for money.  And if we refuse?  Are you going to make the
threats, or will those come at a later date?”


Zheng moved slightly closer to Torres
but stopped at about the middle of the room.  “Mr. President, I am but an
envoy, and in any event it is the fervent hope of China that it never comes to
that.  The Chinese people are faced with the danger of losing the value of
their hard earned assets.  The money that has gone to China has been
accumulated by many formerly poor families, at rates of pay Americans would
find unlivable.  If this value were lost, it would cause such social
instability in China that my government is frightened at the possibilities.  So
we are looking for an alternative arrangement that would avoid the financial
ruin of America while giving China something tangible.  Something of value that
could create the right circumstances for us to stabilize our society in the
difficult years to come.”


“In that case, Mr. Zheng, I thank
you for your visit.  We will be in touch through the Chinese embassy,” said a
highly irritated Torres.  “Now, if you’ll excuse me,” he said as he quickly
shook Zheng’s hand, feeling the sweat on the envoy’s palm.  He walked out of
the room and down the colonnade back to the oval office.


Back in his office, Torres sat down
and started to review the implications of the meeting with Zheng. “China wants
us to sell out our allies, possibly Taiwan, in exchange for wiping out our
debt.  No threats have been expressed yet, but they have something up their
sleeves, I can be sure of that.  He typed an email to Mansour Kurdistani
instructing him to convene his advisory council for 2 pm that afternoon. 
Attendance would be mandatory and any conflicting appointments were immediately
to be canceled.  Kurdi was also told to arrange a working meal at around 6 pm,
with everyone notified that it could be a late evening of work.  He signed off
and added, “Count me among your attendees.”


Torres then called an all-cabinet
meeting for the following afternoon at 3 pm.  Attendance was again mandatory,
and all conflicting appointments had to be canceled.  He did not want to face
the Cobra, so to ensure his unavailability until the cabinet meeting, he called
up Carson Stahl for a morning game of golf.  He then called his chief of cyber
services, instructing him to place the audio recording of his meeting with
Zheng in his secure folder on the White House server.  Finally, he walked back
to the Treaty Room that he used as his study, ordering his lunch in there. 
This would give him some quiet time to collect his thoughts and review the
recording of his meeting with Zheng, to make sure he had correctly understood
everything the envoy had said.









Chapter 8:  The Scoop from Purchasing


It was not the most interesting
training session Robbie Linssman had ever attended.  He struggled to stay awake
for large parts of it as he sat in the dimly lit conference room.  That the
presenter was his old friend Evan Bozak from Tilbury headquarters in Chicago,
on a rare visit to Kingston, made no difference.  Evan was great to be with in
social and work situations, but he was simply a bore at the front of the room. 
It did not help that the topic was a new automated purchasing system that was
finally being implemented three years after it was acquired.  So far as anyone
could tell, the new owners of Helsing-Tilbury did not care about systems
upgrades that would enhance efficiency.  Oh well, it’s their money, thought
Linssman.


After Evan had finished his
presentation, and Robbie had caught up on his sleep, the two men agreed to go
out for a few drinks before dinner.  They sat at the bar in the Copper Kettle,
a cozy local microbrewery.  A larger group would join them later, but for the
moment, it was just the two of them.  “What do you make of the San Marcos
purchase, Bozie?  I think it’s just the weirdest thing.  It can’t make money,
can it?”


Evan Bozak was capable of finding a
lot of useful information.  His office ran the purchasing operations at
Tilbury’s US headquarters in Chicago and processed all financial transactions. 
“You don’t know the half of it, Robbie.  You know that on certain occasions the
CFO approves special requests that circumvent review by our department.  The
special requisitions are sometimes used where confidential information is at
stake, or, as I’ve sometimes come across, when a contractor connected to a
politician required preferential treatment to secure favors from said
politician.  You follow those and you quickly see where all the skeletons are
hiding.”


“I think you’ve told me about those
before” said Robbie.  “Are you seeing anything interesting in that regard?”


“Out of a suspicious feeling, I
started keeping an eye on any special requisitions coming through on San
Marcos.  But the fact is, I can’t keep track of it all.  Just about everything
at San Marcos is on a special requisition.  The kicker is, there’s only one
contractor for everything.  It’s obvious that it’s a front company, with only a
P.O. Box as its address.”


“What kind of stuff are they
buying?”


“That’s weird too.  There’s
construction going on, so you see ordinary materials you’d expect for that. 
But thousands of portable housing units are on the list.  They have nonperishable
foodstuffs by the boatload, and over a thousand chemical toilets.”


“Must be a crappy place,” quipped
Robbie as he took a drink of his beer.


“A crappy place with a lot of
people.  And we’re not talking tourists here.  This stuff is pretty industrial
grade.”


“What do you think is going on
there?”


“At this point, I don’t know what
it is.  But Smithfield’s interest in San Marcos, given their total lack of
interest in any other part of Tilbury, makes me think that the only reason they
bought us out is to enable them to do whatever it is they’re doing on San
Marcos.”


Other people began to arrive at the
bar, and Bozak realized the time to discuss the matter was coming to a close. 
He turned to Robbie one last time before engaging the group.  “Before I forget,
Robbie, in your time at Tilbury, have you ever known us to be interested in the
oil infrastructure of the US?”


“No, never.  Why?”


“It’s just something that keeps
coming up lately.  Reports keep coming through our office on refineries,
distribution hubs, pipelines and all sorts of other stuff that’s oil related. 
It’s not normal so I just thought I’d ask.  At this rate I’d hate to see us
merge with an oil company, if that’s where this is going.”


“Keep me in the loop, okay?” said
Robbie.


“Sure thing” replied Bozak.









Chapter 9:  Analyzing
the Motives


The National Security meeting
convened in the Roosevelt Room.  While Torres felt the meeting rooms were all
far too stuffy and formal, protocol prevented him from fundamentally changing
their character.  The small indulgence he gave himself was the addition of
comfortable chairs that swiveled and tilted.  These made the attendees far more
comfortable at long meetings, and he tried hard to put people at ease in
meetings.  If they could express themselves there, they did not carp to the
press as much behind his back.


Kurdi had not heard the outcome of
the Zheng meeting, but started by briefing the group about Torres’ interest in
China’s gestures towards Japan.  He covered Torres’ questions about the
importance of Taiwan.  Torres took his seat at the center of the table, with
Kurdi at the end.  “I’d like to supplement my knowledge with your collective
wisdom ahead of a full cabinet meeting tomorrow.  I want your thoughts on
China’s objectives, and your informed guesses on tactics they could use. 
Kurdi, please lead us from here.”


Kurdi’s customary formal expression
became even more so.  He called on several advisers to explain relevant
arguments for and against a particular theory.  The first analyst was Sue
Henderson, a 30-something red haired woman with a quick smile and sharp wit. 
Sue exuded elegance in a cold way that did not rely on strategically timed
smiles or flirtation.  “The Chinese don’t want war, Sir.  They want the United
States to accommodate their interests, to force us to treat them as sovereigns
in their sphere of influence, the Western Pacific.  Our obligation to Japan is
the weakness they’re playing upon.  We have troops committed in too many places
to effectively defend Japan.  By reminding us of the cost it presents us to
oppose them, they want to show us the limits of our power.  The drawback for
them is if we choose to simply ignore their gestures.  They’d have to choose
escalation, which would hurt trade with Japan, or revert to a less aggressive stance,
where they’d risk a loss of face with their neighbors.”


“Why would they pick Japan over
Taiwan?” asked Torres, relaxed in his role.


Sue looked at him with a decisive
expression.  “Japan is too big a target for them to actually attack.  There’s
no real risk it will come to the brink of war.  If they were doing this to
Taiwan, we would have to send some heavy reinforcements there, increasing the
risk of armed conflict.  Basically, because we know they want Taiwan, they
won’t risk going after it.”


“Mr. President, I should say right
here that there is another theory in contrast to this one,” said Kurdi. 
“Reggie, please describe your theory.”


Reginald White was a black American
from Harlem with a record of military service and a college education on the GI
Bill.  He spent many years in military intelligence, and was more interested in
foreign rivals’ needs and capabilities than their motives, which he knew could
change over time.  “Sir, the Chinese are threatened most by their lack of
control over vital shipping lanes.  Their imports of oil and other resources,
their exports of everything else would be in jeopardy if we closed those
lanes.  Taiwan is in the middle of all their shipping traffic.  It has to be
more important than any national pride they feel over the issue.  Their second
objective would be a base in the Malacca Strait.  I view everything with this
in mind.  When I see measures taken against Japan, I see the target as Taiwan. 
If Sue is right and they want to impose costs on us, then they want control
over Taiwan in return for lowering our costs.  If we do nothing about their
incursions, they’ll eventually move against Taiwan in any case.”


Kurdi cut in and turned to Sue
Henderson:  “What’s your take on their objective? If they force us to negotiate,
what will they want?”


Sue was quick to agree with
Reggie’s analysis of China’s objectives.


After four hours deliberating other
possibilities, they settled on the models advanced by Sue and Reggie,
concluding that Japan was a tactic while Taiwan was an objective.


Torres stood up, which had the
effect of stopping further conversation.  He paced the length of the table and
raised a scenario.  “If their objective is Taiwan, we could fortify her.  We
would send the message that any trouble they make will result in us
strengthening our position in the place that matters most.  From what I hear,
responding in Japan would be a waste of resources.  Does everyone agree?”


Kurdi gave everyone a chance to
comment on Torres’ conclusion, and the responses were uniformly positive. 
Torres then thanked the group, and retired to his study.  He was confident that
these discussions with the NS advisory group would prove useful in the full
cabinet meeting.  His hope was that by being well prepared, he could keep
control of the agenda.









Chapter 10:  A Close Call


“While I enjoy our golf games,
Jackson, I have to tell you that I don’t approve of you using me to avoid
Morgensen.  You’re going to have to learn to deal with her as an equal, and
that can only happen when you get over your fear of her.”  Carson Stahl was
never one to hold back an opinion from Torres, confident that Torres knew he
was looking out for his best interests.


As they came to the fifth hole,
they parked the golf cart and walked over to the tees.  There was a very large,
old oak tree adjacent to the tees, and Torres leaned up against the trunk to
enjoy the shade.  Stahl put his ball on the tee and selected a driver.  “I’m
just trying to avoid her until the cabinet meeting this afternoon.  She’s going
to try to steer things anyway.  I’d like to think it’s harder for her if she
has to do it without having browbeaten me first.”


“That’s a mistake, Jackson,” said
Stahl as he lined up his shot.  “This way, you don’t know her game going into
the meeting.  You won’t be able to formulate a counter-proposal in advance, if
you have problems with hers.”


Thud.  Stahl had not yet
taken his shot.  Torres looked around to see where the sound came from.  He did
not have to look far.  Just to his left, a man had dropped out of the tree,
holding a sword.  He was wearing a black bandana and something resembling a
ninja suit.  He immediately swung his sword at Torres, who deflected the blow
with his golf club shaft.  The shaft buckled and would be useless against a
second blow.  The blow came quickly enough, and Torres backed out of the way of
it as best he could.  It sliced across his chest, and cut a gash about eight
inches long, diagonally from his sternum to the right side of his belly. 
Torres fell back to the ground, clutching his wound, while the attacker moved
forward, now holding his sword in both hands for a final thrust.  Torres was
completely defenseless, and one well placed thrust would surely finish him.  Thud. 
Instead, the ninja collapsed to the ground, his sword still in both hands ready
to thrust.  Behind him stood Stahl, holding a broken golf club.


Stahl had realized immediately that
the Secret Service would be too late to reach them and stop the attack.  They
couldn’t shoot at this distance, for fear of hitting Torres.  So he stepped up
behind the ninja and took a golf swing at the head of the attacker.  The Secret
Service arrived within 30 seconds, and jumped on the ninja, who was in any
event motionless.  They rolled him over on his stomach and handcuffed him. 
Other Secret Service Agents tended to Torres, ripping open his shirt and
examining the wound he had sustained.  It was not a very deep gash, and the
bleeding was not profuse.  “Sir, we’ll let the in-house medic take care of this
one.”


The Marine One helicopter arrived
within 5 minutes and landed on the fairway next to the tees.  Torres had no
problem walking under his own power and was whisked away from the golf course. 
The media was kept away from the White House for his arrival, and Torres was
hustled off the helicopter and into the infirmary.  “I can stitch you up quick
enough.  This is a clean cut,” said Doctor Robinson.  “You should be out of
here in time for lunch.”


…


 


“He was a Chinese national,” said
Hanna Morgensen, visiting Torres in the infirmary just after he was stitched
up.  “He died a little while ago, of the head injury.  He had a history of
mental instability.  That pretty much made him the perfect choice to pull off
something like this.  Even if we’d been able to interrogate him, we’d never
know what to believe.  Half of what he said would have been fantasy.”


“How did he get to us?  I thought
the course was secure.”


“He had a platform up in the tree.  Almost
a tree fort.  The branches were so thick, the Secret Service didn’t see
anything.  He must have slept up there, waiting for his chance.”


Torres stood and moved his upper
body in multiple ways, to discover which movements caused him pain. He found
that he could avoid the worst postures easily enough.  “I’m not sure we should
even let the public know what happened.”


“Absolutely not,” said Morgensen. 
“It would taint everything if there was reason to believe you had an ax to
grind with the Chinese.  And I can speak for your other cabinet members when I
say that we don’t want to subject the financial markets to the news that the
President was almost killed.”


Torres left the infirmary at about
1 pm, and dressed in his work clothes.  The cabinet meeting was still on, and
it was up to him to gather his thoughts and not be distracted by what was going
to be treated as a non-event.  What was going to happen shortly would decide
his course of action with China.  His stomach was tight, and he had difficulty
eating any lunch.  He was rattled by what had happened, but the seriousness of
the upcoming meeting seemed to him even worse.









Chapter 11:  Formulating a Response


Torres walked into the cabinet room
at 2:45, and immediately regretted his decision to be early.  He was alone in
the room with Morgensen.  “By the sounds of it, Zheng took you to the
cleaners,” she opened without any segue from her previous meeting in the
infirmary.  “He delivered his demands, and you played defense, right?”


“More or less, yeah,” conceded
Torres with disarming candor, as he walked to the coffee urn and helped
himself.  “Zheng came with a new agenda.  I had to understand what he was
getting at, and picking a fight seemed impractical.  He was an envoy, not a
negotiator.”  Torres then walked to his seat and settled in, turning his
attention away from the Cobra.


Morgensen in turn helped herself to
another cup of coffee, breaking off the discussion that was no longer trending
in her favor.  To Torres’ relief, others started arriving, greeting each other
and creating a small amount of chaos.


At about five of three, Torres
stood and asked everyone to sit down.  Few members of cabinet even knew of his
earlier close call, and he was determined not to discuss it.  He motioned for
the technician to come in and bring up the audio recording of his conversation
with Zheng.  With a perfunctory, “This was recorded yesterday,” he hit the
“play” icon with his cursor and everyone listened intently.  Even the Cobra’s
customary eye rolls were subdued.


When the audio concluded, Torres
spoke.  “Last night I met with the National Security Advisory Group, which was
not briefed on the meeting with Zheng.  We discussed China’s recent
confrontations with Japan and what they might mean.  I’ve asked Sue Henderson
here to summarize the consensus that emerged.  Sue, go ahead.”


Henderson was an instant hit with
the mostly male cabinet members, but received suspicious scowls from the
Cobra.  Henderson quickly and efficiently summarized the possibilities and tied
them together to point to Taiwan as China’s target regardless of its stance
towards Japan.


“Does anyone have a different take
on the scenario?” asked Torres.  “Our plans will incorporate the assumptions
presented by Ms. Henderson unless there are objections.”


Morgensen spoke first.  “Ms.
Henderson, is it your opinion that China would, if it felt sufficiently provoked,
try to take Taiwan by military action?”


“The facts as they stand are that
China has worked relentlessly to develop that capability, Madam Secretary.  In
spite of that, my own belief is that China’s civilian government would do
anything to avoid it.  For it to happen, the Chinese military would have to
acquire political power.  They’re very ideological, and anti-American.”


Torres posed the next question, but
not to Henderson.  “Bill, what would your people say about the stability of the
Chinese government as currently constituted?”


Bill Connolly was the director of
the CIA, himself a former spook who had done the dirty work that nobody
wanted to know about, but everybody seemed to want done.  He had also
outsourced the intelligence operations in Afghanistan to Morningstar Security
Services.  The internal rationale was to take controversial actions outside the
US government.  But as reports leaked of their brutal tactics, the blowback had
become so burdensome that Torres had indefinitely suspended Morningstar’s
status with the government, pending further investigation.


Connolly folded his hands, and
rested his elbows on the table.  “Sir, the Chinese government is superficially
stable, though there are rifts that could show if conditions were right. 
They’re extremely cautious and loathe any radical action.  For war to come
about, the military would have to be the driver, and that implies overt
military rule.  I’m not losing any sleep over it right now, but I take it
you’re worried about where things could go down the road.”


Torres got up and paced the room. 
As he got to the end of the table he was met by a glare from the Cobra so
intense he instinctively turned around and returned to his seat.  It was all he
could do to keep speaking without losing his train of thought.  “Tom, what’s
China’s economic condition?”


Treasury Secretary Tom Gallant was
tall and slightly overweight.  He came from the New York financial circles, and
was well connected.  Morgensen considered him insufferably stupid.  While
Torres was inclined to agree, he felt it important to accommodate the banking
interests.


“Uh, good,” answered Gallant.  “I
mean, they buy our bonds, so we can borrow more to buy their stuff.  Their
growth is very strong.”


Morgensen rolled her eyes in
exasperation.  Bill Connolly saw this and stepped in.  “China’s under a lot of
pressure.”


“What pressure, specifically?”
asked Torres.


“Their economy is rife with
malinvestment.  They overbuilt for their export markets.  So they’re facing the
inevitable bursting of that bubble, while also facing some serious inflation. 
They have enough problems without adding war to the mix.”


“So you’re saying that there’s no
danger of it being a military conflict?  That we can disregard any such
implications from Zheng’s message?”


“Not quite,” said Connolly.  “I
agree with the case Sue made.  If the civilian government were sufficiently
humiliated, it would invite the military to step in and restore Chinese honor. 
In that event, the civilian government would probably be forced to submit to
military dictates.  Maybe we could appease them with a base in the Malacca
Strait, if we can make it acceptable to Singapore.”


“Singapore is too important to the
world’s financial system,” declared Morgensen flatly, as she stood up and took
her turn to pace the room.  “The Malacca Strait is off the table.”  She looked
at everyone in the room in turn to verify their submissiveness, then took her
seat once again.  The discussion would now stay clear of anything pertaining to
Singapore.  A few glances were exchanged across the table, but nobody dared
speak up when the éminence grise showed her hand.


“The issue is what we give up with
respect to Taiwan, now that we know what they want” offered Torres.


“And whether Taiwan amounts to
Czechoslovakia, 1938!”  The Cobra’s rebuke to his stance was so aggressive it
shocked Torres, who thought he was used to it.  


She was now ready to take over the
meeting.  “A clash with China on the world stage may be inevitable.  If we
buckle now, they will conclude they are the world’s leading power, and the 21st
century will be one of American retreat.”


“Madam Secretary, that’s not
consistent with Chinese history,” said Kurdi with some trepidation.  “China
considers itself a regional power, but they’re not interested in exerting that
kind of influence on the world stage.”


Morgensen remained perfectly calm
when everyone expected rage.  She leaned forward in her chair and lowered her
gaze to meet Kurdi’s eyes.  She was silent for a moment, then with the meekest,
most restrained tone of voice anyone had heard from her said, “History looks
backwards, Mr. Kurdistani.”


After another silent moment, her
voice picked up to its regularly aggressive tone.  “I look forward.  Meeting
China’s future resource demands will require a substantial portion of the
world’s output.  China’s leaders of today are well-traveled.  Many are even
educated abroad.”


She leaned forward in her chair
even further, and the volume and intensity of her voice rose yet higher.  “You
can’t compare them to the ancient emperors who never left the Forbidden City! 
The United States allowed and even facilitated China’s rise.  And unless we
confront them, they will overtake us.”


Apparently finished demolishing
Kurdi’s objection, Morgensen turned her head in the other direction.  “Mr.
Connolly, if China were simultaneously confronted with economic recession and
international humiliation, would it not be at least even money that they’d
fragment politically, and regress economically?”


“Possibly.  But it’s risky.  It
could destabilize them.”


“Not if we offer an alternative,”
countered Morgensen.  “How do you think we won the Cold War?  Your people could
organize a yellow revolution.  I could arrange for certain interests to buy off
military leaders.  We would promise the Generals a pension and a penthouse
apartment in Hong Kong.  We would offer their citizens democracy and social
programs.  They’re an aging population with no retirement benefits.  So we’d
put those in place.  They’d have stability, but they would also have higher
costs, and their economy would shrink in an orderly manner.  At the end of the
day, what you’d see in China is a larger version of Japan.”


“But one slip and you’d have a
military conflict over Taiwan.  And that’s a World War III scenario,” said
Torres.


“They have more to lose than we
do,” said Morgensen, showing restrained displeasure showing at having to answer
Torres’ objection.  “We could destroy their whole civilization with a few
clicks of a mouse.  We could survive any counterstrike they could attempt, and the
outcome would be asymmetric.  They know this, and that’s why they won’t fight. 
But we have to take our stand now.”


“Does that mean we just tell them
to take a flyin’ leap on their demands?” asked Tom Gallant.


“Yes, Mr. Gallant.  That’s what it
means,” replied the Cobra with mocking gentleness.  “We’ll respond after one
week as they asked.  We’ll send a letter to their embassy with a short
message.  ‘There’s nothing wrong with American finance, and we see no reason to
change the existing relationship between our two nations.’  We will also send a
large part of our fleet to Taiwan.  Ground forces, too.  We won’t make any
attempts to keep it secret.  We don’t want to dignify their implicit threat
with the notion that we’re trying to do it unnoticed.”


Hanna Morgensen looked up and
glanced at the faces around the room.  Every glance confirmed what she knew
would be the outcome.  Nobody was willing to argue the point any further, which
meant that as far as she was concerned the matter was settled.  Any misgivings
now had to be set aside.  Torres likewise understood that he could not win the
argument, and even engaging in it would demonstrate to all in the room that he
was not the de facto head of the government.  Instead, he leaned forward
in a gesture of confidence, and issued instructions.  “Hanna, have your people
send the letter.  Have the Joint Chiefs organize the deployment, to commence
immediately.  Make sure our forces arrive by the time the Chinese receive their
response.  Also, if I remember, there was talk of conducting joint exercises
with the South Koreans.  Let’s move that up.  Do it as fast as we can assemble
the forces.”


“I can do it right away,” said
Tyler Matheson, the Defense Secretary.  “Most of the forces are ready for
exercises anyway.”  Matheson was young at 41, in his first stint in government,
and not yet jaded by his experiences.


“To put adequate pressure on the
Chinese, there will have to be an incident with the North Koreans,” added
Morgensen.  “They always sweat when they think their retarded client has again
destabilized the region.  Bill, make it discreet, as usual.”  Bill Connolly
nodded.  He had just the idea.


Torres couldn’t help but glance
over at the Cobra, and shuddered when he caught himself appreciating her look
of satisfaction, like a junior employee might enjoy the approval of a boss. 
Morgensen had rarely looked or sounded this happy.  She actually smiled and
said, “Very good, Mr. President.  We’ll also arrange for a sloppy leak of a
diplomatic communiqué stating that we read their intentions as wanting to
dominate the Western Pacific, starting with an overt takeover of Taiwan.  That
should ensure they won’t miss the message that our deployment will send.”


Torres adjourned the meeting and
made a straight path for his private study, feeling disgusted with what he had
just agreed to, against his better judgment.  He was in favor of reinforcing
Taiwan, but not trying to destabilize China.  He was going to back a dangerous
animal into a corner, hoping the pressure caused it to break down rather than
attack.  In his mind, he wrestled with the thought that the attempt on his life
may have been arranged by the Chinese, and he was afraid.  His government was
moving towards a confrontation he did not want any part of, but for which he would
be held responsible.  And the exercises he had proposed in Korea were now going
to encounter an “incident” arranged by the CIA.  He would be responsible for
needless deaths.  He consoled himself with the thought that his next act as
President would go some distance to making things right.









Chapter 12:  A Leg Wound


Cam Burrows crawled back under the
fence surrounding the San Gustavo complex, again disturbing the trip wire on
his way out.  He began the return hike to his Tahoe across the ridge, now
during the hottest time of day.  His water was running out just when he needed
it most.  He was talking to himself out loud.  The climb will be the worst
part, so I’ll make my water last to the top.  After that, I’ll make it on
momentum.  Behind him, several helicopters took to the air and flew right
over him, continuing over the ridge.  They did not seem to notice him, or so he
thought.  He made it to the top of the ridge and drank the final few ounces
from his canteen.  He could now see the gully where he had left the Tahoe, and
there was more water in there.  He made it down the hill in short order and
walked the dry riverbed for a few hundred feet.  As he was about to enter the
gully where he was parked, three armed men emerged from the gully and shouted
something he couldn’t understand.  It was not Spanish, he was sure of that.  He
had learned some Spanish, to communicate with the poor migrants he had to
intercept for a living.  It sounded so different.


Burrows turned around and ran in
the opposite direction down the dry riverbed, not knowing where he would go now
that he had been discovered, but sure he did not want to be caught.  As he ran
past a cluster of bushes, two more armed men emerged and one took a shot,
hitting him in the leg.  Burrows fell to the ground in pain, clutching his
wound, and preparing for the worst.  The armed man said something into his
radio and walked up to Burrows with his partner, still pointing his assault
rifle.  Seeing no point in trying to fight further, Burrows raised his hands in
the air.  One of the men took Burrows’ sidearm, while the other pulled him up
to a sitting position.  He then got his first close look at the man who had
just shot him.  “You’re not Mexican,” he said to the man.  He looked at the
other man.  “You’re Chinese.”


The helicopter arrived within
minutes of being called, and they loaded Burrows, together with the men who had
captured him.  They applied a tourniquet to his leg.  He was in some pain, but
was confident that they had not hit an artery.  He would survive if he got
medical attention.


…


 


“Welcome to San Gustavo, Officer
Burrows,” said the Chinese man dressed in a military uniform.  Burrows sat in
the infirmary after being treated for his bullet wound.  “We paid the locals
very well to leave us alone, so we knew you weren’t some Mexican drug smuggler
or anyone from the area.  You’re a nosy Border Patrol Agent.  I’m confident
your government does not even know you’re here.  I could have you executed
right now and nobody would ever know what became of you.”


Burrows said nothing and did not
look at his interrogator.  The Chinese man continued.  “I’m also not worried
that you even understand what this operation is about.  I won’t kill you yet. 
Not until I get instructions to do so.  If you’re lucky, they might have other
plans for you.  How does that sound?”


“Your people never gave Jason
Gilbert that courtesy, so why should I expect it now?”


“Our patrols have instructions to
avoid capture at all costs, Mr. Burrows.  They were simply following orders. 
You, on the other hand, are not a threat to us as long as you aren’t allowed to
describe what you saw here.”


“Laughlin will see you here before
long.  You can’t keep something like this secret.”


“We’ll see about that.  In the
meantime, I’ll put you up in a reasonably comfortable room.  You’ll be locked
in, of course, but I see no harm in being civil.  I may be ordered to kill you
soon anyway.”


“In that case, thank you for your
hospitality, Mr. uh –”


“General Kim.  My name is General
Kim, Mr. Burrows.”









Chapter 13:  Closure


Torres would receive his next
visitor in the Oval Office.  The formality of the office was essential to get
across the message he intended to send.  The fallout from Zheng’s visit and the
attempt on his life had left Torres despondent over his inability to control
the agenda.  He was glad to finally be able to take an action he knew to be
moral.   His phone beeped and announced the arrival of his visitor.  Torres
barked back with, “Tell him to wait.”  He was too preoccupied with what was to
come to actually do anything else, but he felt it essential to do this on his
timetable.


Torres opened a dossier on Derek
Ellis, the founder and CEO of Morningstar Security Services.  He saw the
picture of the tall man with slightly graying but perfectly styled hair, about
50 years old, with an athletic build.  He was handsome enough to be an actor. 
He reviewed the notes that read, Ellis is extremely well groomed, always has
perfect hair and never goes a day without shaving.  Ellis is obsessive about
his personal hygiene, including the excessive use of strong perfumes.


Torres raised his eyes from the
dossier and flipped his reading glasses up off his face by pinching the
bridge.  A sweet smell to cover up dirty work, he thought to himself.  It
seems Mr. Ellis has a subconscious awareness that what he does is evil.  It’s
funny how some things show through.


Torres had suspended Morningstar’s
contracts several months ago, but the measure was officially temporary, pending
a review of their case.  That review was now complete, and Torres was going to
announce the final decision in person.


Torres checked the news on his
computer, read a few stories and shut it down.  He then picked up the phone,
buzzed the outside office and said, “Tell him to come in.”  The door opened and
Ellis walked in along with his overpowering scent.  “Good morning, Mr.
President.  Thank you for agreeing to see me.”


“Sit down, Mr. Ellis,” said Torres
tersely, signaling that this was not to be a pleasant exchange.


Derek Ellis sat down.  He was
imposing in such close proximity, particularly with his overwhelming perfume.


After some nervous silence, Ellis
started off.  “Sir, I’d like to make my case for you to restore Morningstar’s
status as preferred contractor.  Your predecessor clearly understood the value
we brought to your operations in Afghanistan.”


“You had a cozy arrangement with my
predecessor, didn’t you, Mr. Ellis?”


Ellis just nodded in reply.


“I’ve reviewed the history of your
involvement in Afghanistan, the rationale for hiring you in the first place,
and the allegations against you, proven and unproven.  It’s obvious to me that
there’s a pattern at work.  Your organization is a brutal collection of
mercenaries, with the morals of gangsters.  You are a disgrace to the United
States, and you have tarnished our reputation in the international community
for generations to come.  Possibly beyond repair.  The number of young Afghans
willing to fight us to the death has proliferated beyond all count, inspired by
the desire to avenge your actions.  I’m sticking to my decision.  For as long
as the United States maintains a presence in those countries, it will be our
professional soldiers who do the job.”


“The conduct of war is not always a
tidy affair Mr. President.  What you so dislike is seen by other international
leaders as effectiveness.”


“I anticipated that comment, Mr.
Ellis.  So I looked up the records of our other military contractors and
compared them to Morningstar.  We have similar intelligence issues in Iraq.  In
fact they exist on a larger scale than Afghanistan, but the contractors have at
least avoided widespread accusations of war crimes.  It’s only Morningstar that
seems to have this pattern of abuses.  I next spoke with various heads of state
that had any interactions with your organization.  Not one was willing to vouch
for your integrity and to the last, all were supremely relieved to not have to
face you anymore.”


Ellis interrupted. “I should think
they would say that.  We were at some point trying to overthrow or assassinate
half the world leaders we’ve dealt with.  We provide that service to the US
government.  No other contractor has had such an aggressive mandate.  Mr.
President, the charges come with the territory.”


“Regardless if that’s the case, the
reputation of your organization has become an albatross I cannot carry any
longer.  You may have acted at the instruction of the government, but you chose
to be brutal far beyond what was necessary.  I’ve issued an executive order
barring any agency of the US government from entering into any agreements with
Morningstar Security Services or you personally, Mr. Ellis.  I’ve also called
for an investigation by the Attorney General of what appear to be well founded
allegations of war crimes.”


“That’s a mistake, Mr. President,”
replied Ellis.  “Morningstar has more options than you’re aware of.”


“If that’s a threat Mr. Ellis, it’s
ill advised.  You have no allies with any power, and no Warren Commission is
going to cover up anything stupid you may be considering.  Now, get out of my
office and out of the White House, or I’ll have you arrested right now.”


Ellis was nothing if not practical,
so he realized this approach was at a dead end.  He got up and left without
another word.  Torres looked down at his notes as he did this, not giving Ellis
another glance.


…


 


Once Ellis was out of the area of
the White House, he picked up a phone he carried that was not registered in his
name, and made a call.


“It’s Ellis.”


“His decision was irrevocable.”


“I’ve reached that conclusion too.”


“I had initially agreed only to
plan it out.”


“No, there’s nobody else who could
run it properly.”


“And my subsequent role?”


“That will work for me.  I still
have a few inquiries out there.  Give me 24 hours.  If nothing lands, I’m in.”









Chapter 14:  Irregular Procedures


“I need to fax this memo to you,”
said Evan Bozak, on the phone with Robbie first thing that morning.  “I can’t
email it.  If my emails were ever read, I’d be dead meat.”


“What’s the fuss?”


“It’s about San Marcos.  The memo
speaks for itself, but there’s also this.  The place here is buzzing about a
special payment that’s just been okayed by the CFO.  They’re writing a check
for $20 million to Morningstar Security Services.  Have you heard of them?”


“Yeah, they’re a paramilitary
group.  They got kicked out of Afghanistan, if I’m not mistaken.  And we’re
paying them 20 million?  That’s a big chunk of change.”


“Rumor is there’s more to come.  I
heard they’ve signed on for three more payments of $10 million each.  And it’s
just booked as ‘services rendered.’”


“That’s nuts,” replied Robbie. 
“There’s no way to hide that in a financial statement.  The auditors will
flip.  Do you know what the payment is really for?”


“I don’t know, but I have a guess. 
Remember when we talked in Kingston and I said I thought what’s going down in
San Marcos is actually the only reason Smithfield bought out Tilbury?”


“Sure, that comment’s fresh in my
mind.”


“Well, I’m as sure of it as ever. 
The memo talks about modifying shipping containers for a specific operation
that’s supposed to go down this fall.”


“What sort of operation do you
think it is?”


“I’ve heard a rumor.  I don’t want
to say anything more right now.”


“How about you call me at home
tonight then?” asked Robbie.


“I’ll do that.  Meanwhile, you read
the memo and decide what you think it means.  We’ll talk about it tonight.”


“Okay, let me give you a different
fax number.  I don’t want this going to the common area where anyone could read
it as it’s printing out.”


Robbie Linssman moved hastily to
the fax machine, almost running.  The little used inkjet slowly printed his
message as he fidgeted impatiently.  As he read the memo, Robbie thought he
might know what the operation was.  Evan was right to hold off discussing it
until they were away from the office, because if this was real, their lives
would be in jeopardy if it was known they had this information.  Robbie was
unable to concentrate on his work for the remainder of the day, and had no
appetite for his dinner.  All he could think about now was the call to come
from Bozak, and what he thought his friend would say.


Time passed, and no call came. 
Finally late for bed and unable to bear the suspense any longer, Robbie called
Evan’s house to find out what had happened.


“Shirley, it’s Robbie Linssman.”


“Robbie, have you heard from Evan?”


“No, that’s why I’m calling.  I was
expecting a call from him tonight.”


“He hasn’t come home.  He almost
never stays out late, and he always tells me if he’s planning it.  But he
hasn’t said anything today.”


“I think you should call the police
right away.  I have a bad feeling about this.”









Chapter 15:  Answers to Demands


One week after Zheng’s visit to the
White House, a memo from the State Department arrived at the Chinese Embassy. 
The signature was that of an undersecretary of State, leaving an unmistakable
message.  The matter was not a priority for the US government.  Across the
Pacific, the USS Clinton carrier battle group was arriving in the Yellow Sea
for exercises with the South Korean navy.  What was not widely discussed was
that the extent of American deployment not only in Iraq and Afghanistan, but
even in stable regions of the world had stretched America’s forces too far. 
Following discussions between Defense Secretary Tyler Matheson and Hanna
Morgensen, who insisted that Matheson “simply find the troops somewhere,”
forces were sent to Taiwan, leaving America nearly undefended.  Even National
Guard troops were depleted to the point of irrelevance.


Torres’ Friday morning meeting was
with Morgensen, Tyler Matheson and Treasury Secretary Tom Gallant.  “It’s about
midnight in Beijing right now.  It’s probably a couple of hours since they
learned that we ignored their demands.  It’s also likely that they’ve been
briefed on our military moves.  Any thoughts on what to expect?”


“Much of their reaction will be
preplanned,” replied Morgensen without a hint of prickliness.  “Anything in the
financial markets could occur as early as today.  Any military action might
happen in the next day or two.  Perhaps Mr. Gallant can fill us in on moves
they might make and what countermeasures we intend to take.”


Gallant was doodling something on
his notepad and looked up, startled at being called upon to express an
opinion.  “What are you thinking they’ll do?”


Torres cringed momentarily then
stepped in to defend his Treasury Secretary.  “Tom, yields on 10-year
Treasuries and gold prices are of most interest.  Are you seeing any action
there?”


“Nothing,” said Gallant, quickly
scanning his laptop.  “It looks like the price hasn’t moved since last
evening.”


“The markets haven’t opened yet,
Tom,” said Morgensen with a wry smile at the obvious embarrassment he had
incurred.  “The Asian markets are closed for the weekend, so only London is
open.  And I’ll help you out here.  It’s been a relatively quiet day by recent
standards.  Gold looks like it’s down a little and yields on the T-bill are
down, but only a little.  This afternoon might look different.”


“Tyler, what about Defense?” asked
Torres.


Matheson had a folder open and was
ready for the question.  “Deployments are underway in Taiwan, and the Clinton
has inserted into Korea’s waters.  I haven’t heard of any reactions yet.”


Torres nodded to acknowledge
Matheson then added, “Let’s keep on top of the situation.  Hanna, Tyler, keep
me informed of any anomalous actions by the Chinese or North Koreans.  Tom,
convene the Working Group on Financial Markets.  Be ready to intervene in
suppressing gold and boosting Treasuries.  I don’t want any signs of a
financial panic spreading beyond your office.”


Gallant looked lost, and Morgensen
noticed this.  “Tom, it’s the Plunge Protection Team, and you’re the chairman,
remember?”


The Plunge Protection Team, as it
was called informally, was created by an executive order signed by Ronald
Reagan in response to the 1987 market crash known as “Black Monday.”  It
consisted of the Fed Chairman, the Treasury Secretary, and the heads of the SEC
and CFTC (commodity trading regulatory body).  The group existed officially to
give recommendations to keep markets functioning smoothly, but it was widely
believed that they regularly exceeded their mandate and purchased securities to
prop them up.  Critics argued that this amounted to a destabilizing influence,
since they never intervened to prevent markets from becoming overvalued, only
to prevent an overvalued state from correcting.


Gallant replied to Morgensen’s
taunt with a terse “of course I do,” and excused himself as the meeting
adjourned.


…


 


When the Plunge Protection Team
intervened in markets, the scope of the intervention was always limited by the
willingness of the Federal Reserve to create new dollars to purchase assets. 
But today, Torres’ instructions were that there could be no hesitation.  There
could be no losses in the major indices, in Treasury bonds, or any run on
gold.  If the Fed ran up big positions, it could unwind them in coming weeks.


Gallant raised his hand and asked
“How do we prevent gold from running up?  We don’t really have any unencumbered
inventory.”


Torres looked at Gallant, puzzled. 
“We have over 8,000 tons of gold according to my notes.”


“Yes Sir, we technically own
over 8,000 tons,” replied Gallant.  “But we don’t actually have possession of
it.  It’s been leased to banks who’ve sold it.  So while we own it, other
people also own it, and they have it in their possession.”


“Is anything in government
transparent?” asked Torres in obvious disgust.


Fed Chairman Rudolph Havenstein
answered him.  “That’s not too complicated.  We can sell short digital gold. 
There’s no real requirement for having unencumbered inventory.  And doing so
will help offset the expansion of our balance sheet in any case.”


Torres was still not convinced. 
“So what happens if everyone asks for their physical gold at once?”


Havenstein replied calmly, “It
won’t happen.  Everyone knows they’ll get the market value of their gold paid
out in cash.”


“But it’s happened recently, where
the futures contracts for gold failed to deliver, I think to the Chinese
specifically,” objected Torres.


CFTC chairman David Kone tried to
put Torres at ease. “Sir, the exchange is only obligated to pay the dollar
equivalent of the gold.  The Chinese knew they would get their money, and they
did.  They simply chose to demand physical gold to make a point.”


“They sure did,” said Torres, not
willing to give Kone all the details.  He was about to leave when Havenstein
stopped him.


“Mr. President, I need to see you
about certain fiscal matters once this issue is settled.”


“Of course.  Ask Gerry Levine to
set something up.”









Chapter 16:  Fallout, the Day After the Response


Yellow
Sea, Earlier That Day  


Ensign Kim Soo-Yun was resentful
that this exercise was called so abruptly.  His wedding had been planned for a
long time, but was now suspended just days before it was to happen.  The
expense and inconvenience both families incurred was unreasonable, and he was
afraid it would lead to ill will towards him.  As chief sonar technician, his
role on the Teukbyeol
Frigate was critical to any mission, but he was sure the mission itself was not
critical.  The Americans were probably just sending another message to the
North.  The drill was routine.  They would sail into disputed waters, the North
would get edgy and make threats, a lot of ruckus would be raised in diplomatic
circles, and he would return home to two angered families.  North Korean submarines
were primitive and very noisy.  He was confident he did not need his listening
gear to hear them.  He could literally pick them up in his sleep, if his head
was anywhere near the hull of the ship.  He sat at his post, dutifully but
unenthusiastically, listening to a background of surface ships’ propellers,
with the occasional sound of a sea mammal punctuating the boredom.  In the
midst of a yawn, he heard something unusual.  In a split second his attitude
changed to alarm when he made out the high pitched whirring sound, quickly
building in its intensity.  He had heard this before, in training, but never in
the field.  It was a torpedo, and it was closing in.  His mind raced for a way
to alert the crew, but it was too late.  The explosion came just a few seconds
later and he was killed instantly.  The rest of the crew joined him over the
next few minutes as the frigate exploded and sank to the bottom.


The South Koreans issued angry
diplomatic statements, accusing the North of murder, and the Chinese did the
same, privately.  Fragments of the torpedo that were recovered by the Americans
promptly disappeared into classified archives.  All that was ever issued was a
brief communiqué stating that “markings on the torpedo match those known to be
used by the North.”  The media picked up the comment as fact and there was
immediate international outrage at the North.  There was no coverage given to
the North’s protest that they lacked the technology to penetrate the defensive
zone around the American and South Korean fleet with their antiquated
submarines.  


…


South
China Sea, USS Ronald Reagan


Having recently arrived in the
South China Sea on short notice, the officers of the aircraft carrier USS
Ronald Reagan began to organize their battle group to create a defensive
perimeter.  China had been modernizing their submarine fleet, so they had to
take that danger into account, ensuring that they would detect any intrusion
into the secure waters occupied by the battle group.  Only after assuring their
own security could they effectively serve as a deterrent to any actions towards
Taiwan.  As they sat down at the Captain’s conference table, the mood was
light.  The weather was much nicer offshore than on the mainland at this time
of year, where the monsoon was in full swing.  


As the meeting began, they were
taken aback when an alert from the sonar technician rang.  The Captain had to
pause the meeting to take the call. “You’re kidding,” he said.  “I’ll sound
general quarters immediately.”


“Gentlemen we’ve been pinged
several times, as have a half dozen other ships in the fleet.  I’m sounding
general quarters.”


The pings stopped as quickly as
they had begun, but the fleet was now aware that it was vulnerable.  Submarines
could not have infiltrated their position without being heard, so they must
have been waiting for them since before they arrived.


…


New
York, Universal Investment Bank


Junior trader Fanni Ronaldi had
been on a hot streak, and it seemed like every time he used more leverage, his
timing of the market improved.  He could extract tens of millions in profit on
an investment of only a million or so, as a result of small movements in
various indices.  Universal’s risk managers, whose role is normally to oversee
traders and limit their exposure, were more than happy to ride his hot hand,
and had turned a blind eye to the risk involved in those levels of leverage.  Hehehe,
they’ve never busted a rogue trader for making money he thought to
himself.  This morning, Fanni was betting on a combination of higher bond prices
(lower interest rates), lower gold prices, and higher stock prices.  His
algorithms predicted these movements, and his gut told him the economy was
improving rapidly, yet these indices had not yet showed it, so the price
movements had to be imminent.


The trading day had begun slowly
enough, and Ronaldi gradually levered up his positions, particularly in
Treasury bonds.  He had built up a huge position by 11:00 am, far beyond what
the firm could cover, but confident it would not have to.  After all, his track
record proved he was a sage trader.  He was sure he would be a hero by this
afternoon.  Gold was down slightly and Treasuries were up slightly.  At his
levels of leverage, this would make the firm a fortune.


Shortly after 11:30, gold abruptly
shot up 50 dollars an ounce on strong volume.  Fanni started to break a sweat,
but was sure this would correct quickly enough and was relieved when it fell 10
or so, now up 40 dollars on the day.  But then just as quickly it shot up
another 50.  It was now up 90 dollars for the day.  This was looking
dangerous.  Stocks fell slightly, compounding the problem.  As long as
Treasuries held, he would be okay.  Before he could finish thinking this,
Treasury prices started to plunge, again on heavy volume.


In only a few minutes, Ronaldi had
incurred losses that would bankrupt Universal, among the largest of investment
banks on Wall Street, many times over.  Things can’t happen like this,
he rebuked himself angrily.  Yet it was happening exactly like that and it was
getting worse.  He felt sick to the stomach, yet he was still too paralyzed
with disbelief to change course.


It’s going to reverse any second
now.  It has to.  If I cover my positions right now, the company goes broke and
I’m going to jail thought Ronaldi.  When you lose money, everyone
insists you acted alone.


Ronaldi saw things only getting
worse, with spikes of heavy volume, putting his positions further and further
underwater.  Finally unable to face the situation, he walked out of the
building for lunch.  Those who saw him leave that day saw tears in his eyes,
and a bereaved expression on his face.  They assumed there must have been a
death in his family.  His abandoned car was found near the George Washington
Bridge.  His body was never recovered.


Had Ronaldi persevered until the
end of the day, he would have experienced the effects of an unseen hand at
work, correcting each of the moves in the market that had initially worked
against him.  Universal’s automated loss warnings alerted them of his positions,
and by the time those positions were liquidated, the losses had been recovered
with the recovery in the market.  At the end of the day, they had realized a
small profit.


…


Washington,
DC, Federal Reserve


 


“Dr. Havenstein, I’m concerned
about today’s 10 year bond auction,” said Tom Gallant.  “Interest rates have
spiked 20 basis points on this auction, and it’s not nearly over.  Also, gold
just popped, and Treasury bills are selling off.”


“Are the foreigners not stepping
in?” asked Havenstein.


Gallant made a few phone calls, and
answered.  “It looks like the Chinese are not buying the 10-year bonds this
time.  I think that’s one thing the President was concerned about.  Gold and
T-bills were the others.”


“I see,” said Havenstein.  “We’ll
have to step in here.”


Havenstein then spent about 15
minutes making calls to various investment banks.  “Tom, check the rates now. 
You should see some improvement.”


When Gallant checked, he found that
Havenstein’s phone calls had quickly brought rates back to their previous levels. 
“How’d you pull that off?”


“I told several investment banks I
wanted rates back to where they started, and I would buy any bonds from them
that they had to buy today to bring those rates down.  They’re making obscene
profits off this, but it’s the price we pay to keep the fingerprints of the Fed
off the actual auction.”


A half hour and a few more phone
calls later, Havenstein was able to bring gold prices and T-bill yields back
down.  “The President was right, Tom.  My deputy Gil Gonneau called and
confirmed it.  There was someone who wanted to bring a panic to the markets
today.  The Fed has loaded up on a lot of securities.  We’d better be able to
unload most of them before our next reports go out or there will be hell to
pay.”


…


Beijing,
the previous evening


Yu-Xin Zheng sat in front of the
central committee, to give his briefing.  The meeting was held in a small board
room devoid of the ornate decorations typical of the ceremonial Chinese
reception rooms.  “Gentlemen, the response of the United States was exactly
what I feared it would be.  They have no interest in accommodating the needs of
the Chinese government to safeguard the value of their savings.”


“What does Zheng Yu-Xin recommend
as our response?” asked one of the leaders.


“I suggest an incremental
response,” replied Zheng, sitting upright in his chair, knowing that despite
their protests, the committee would never condone a radical response.  “To
begin with, do not add further to your portfolio of American Treasury bonds. 
They have an auction tomorrow, so boycott it.  Accumulate gold and sell some
short term T-bills.  Consider doing this in one swift move, to send a clear
message.  Tomorrow would be an ideal date.  Meanwhile, I will seek a willing
buyer of your existing long term debt, so it does not go on the open market and
precipitate a collapse in the value of the American dollars you already hold.”


“The military wants a more forceful
response,” said another member.


“Then restructure your cabinet to
give them an enhanced role,” said Zheng.  “The Americans think your Generals
are all radicals who hate them.  Pick a few Generals you can control and put
them into the cabinet.  The Americans will understand that the stability of
China is not to be taken for granted.”


“What about a concrete military
response?  We believe the incident with the Koreans was set up by Washington to
pressure us.  North Korea is incapable of that kind of attack.”


“Of course it was Washington,” said
Zheng, still sitting upright and relatively motionless.  “This is to be
expected from them.  But remember, you cannot undertake a bigger response than
you can sustain in the long run.  A symbolic move is certainly appropriate. 
You may send a message by exposing the vulnerability of the fleet the Americans
have in the South China Sea, but you cannot risk starting a war without
exhausting diplomacy.  Move some assets to the Taiwan Strait.  The Americans
will understand that and will position their forces accordingly, but they will
also understand it is a symbolic gesture, and not a declaration of war.”


“How will this move us closer to
resolving our issues with American finances?” asked another leader.


“I will speak with my contacts in
the international community and develop a long term solution to the problem of
America’s fiscal irresponsibility,” said Zheng.  “This is a problem for the
world, not just for China.”









Chapter 17:  Reaching Out


“I need to see you John.  Soon.” 
Robbie rarely called this late, and John was concerned to hear the agitation in
his voice.


“What’s up, Robbie? I hope
everything’s okay.”


“It’s not anything personal.  I’m
not in trouble, at least not yet.”


“Is it related to what we spoke
about in the spring, at Jessie’s graduation?” asked John.


“Yes, that and more.  I’ve got the
scoop on it, John.  They’re planning something alright.  It starts in San
Marcos and involves refitted shipping containers.”


“What?”


“Does ‘security to be maintained by
any means necessary’ sound serious to you?”


“Yeah, sounds serious,” agreed
John.  “And it also sounds like something you should have left alone.  Are you
sure you want to stay involved in this?”


“It’s too late for that
consideration now.  The guy who faxed me the memo with the proof just
disappeared.  He was supposed to call tonight but never did.  I called his wife
and she says he never came home tonight.”


“That’s awful.  I wish you had
never gotten into this.  I may have hinted at this over the years, but I don’t
think I’ve said it to you plainly.  I’ve always suspected the accident that
killed Joanne and little Sarah was rigged.  I stumbled on a scandal where the
senior executives of a military contractor had loaded up on derivatives backed
by shares in a small oil services company.  Their timing was exquisite, because
the company promptly announced a sweet deal to rebuild Kuwait’s oil
infrastructure after the Gulf War.  I tried to get the SEC to start an
investigation, and they refused.  So I wrote a memo to the chair of the House
Banking committee, explaining the issue.  Not only was there no follow-up, but
the accident happened shortly after that.  There were other incidents that made
it clear in no uncertain terms that I’d be better served not going down this
road.  This kind of thing is just not worth the tragedy it can bring you.


“I never knew you suspected it was
a hit, John.  That’s awful.  You’d probably trade anything to go back in time
and stay out of it.  I don’t blame you in the slightest.  But this is no
financial scandal.  I don’t know how I could live with myself if I did
nothing.  I don’t expect to be called a hero.  I don’t care about that.”


“What are you on to?  And what can
I do to help?  I’ve been out of touch with the process too long to be able to
start any kind of investigation.”


“I’m not interested in an
investigation.  The FBI doesn’t seem interested at all.  I need to decide what
to do with the information.”  Do you have any plans this weekend?”


“No, I’m free.  Where do you want
to meet?”


“I thought it might be good to come
up to my camp in the Adirondacks.  It would make for a nice weekend in any
event.”


John couldn’t resist.  It had been
a long, sticky summer in Philadelphia and he hadn’t properly stretched his legs
or breathed cool mountain air in a long while.  And Robbie’s place on Silver
Lake was just the place.  It was right beneath Whiteface Mountain, which
separated it from the slightly busier but still charming Lake Placid.  He could
almost taste the air already.  “I’ll make my arrangements right away.  Is Jess
coming up?”


“No, she’s got a new job with some
New York State Environment Department and they’re involved with testing for
toxins in the Hudson River.  She’s too busy to join us, and has been all
summer.”


“Well, tell her I’ll miss her.  See
you this weekend.”


“Looking forward to it, John.  I’ll
head up late tomorrow, after I arrange for a little insurance for the
information I have.”









Chapter 18:  A Lucrative Deal


A beaming Derek Ellis walked out of
the US headquarters of Helsing-Tilbury in downtown Chicago Monday morning.  His
life had been in turmoil since Torres had suspended him from any dealings with
the US government.  Then, when Torres himself made it clear the suspension was
permanent and nonnegotiable, he was pushed into a new kind of arrangement.  His
financial problems were now over, likely forever.  His long serving staff could
be retained, and he would be vindicated after all.


At the lunch table at the Perrin
Gourmet, the maître d’ instinctively seated Ellis’ group far from the other
guests, to keep others at a safe distance from his overwhelming perfume. 
Whether this was Ellis’ intent or not, he never let on.  He filled in his three
senior staff on their new roles, but made it clear that much of what was going
to happen would be secret.  “The operation is going to be compartmentalized,
and you’ll only know your own compartment.  After today, and for the
foreseeable future, you are not to communicate with each other at all, only
with me.”  The arrangement was nothing unusual, as they had done the same in
the past when sensitive operations were in the planning stages.


“Derek, you never fail to amaze
me,” said Ian Rennson, chief of operations at Morningstar Security.  “Time and
again, you pull a rabbit out of a hat, just when things are looking bleakest
for us.  You tried everything and failed before you managed to put this deal
together.”


“This deal in rough form was
available to me before, but it was a real departure from what we normally do. 
I tried everything to avoid doing it.  I tried to stay with the government
until it was clear Torres would have none of that.”


“What’s with him anyway?” asked
Rennson.


“The administration just doesn’t
appreciate what we do,” said Ellis.  “They don’t want to deal with the serious
problems that come up when they occupy a country, so they hire us to solve
them.  And then they don’t want to hear how we solved their problems.  And when
they can no longer ignore the fallout from their own invasion, they blame us
for the blowback.  If we had peace in the world, I’d gladly retire.  But
they’re the ones that keep starting wars and making messes.  I’m tired of being
the scapegoat when all I’ve ever done is to support their agendas, and save
them from failure, over and over.  This time, things will work differently. 
That Puerto Rican Episcopalian will live to regret the way he treated me.”


“Is there a government involved in
this one?” asked Rennson.


“You can’t ask that question,”
answered Ellis.  “Only I can know the big picture until everything comes
together.  That’s the only way to maintain security.”


“You have my backing 100 percent,”
said Rennson.  “I trust you implicitly.  You’ve always delivered in the past.”


“Thanks Ian,” said Ellis, less than
overwhelmed by his obsequious sidekick.  


As the group finished their lunch
and prepared to split up, Ellis turned to Rennson and said, “Ian, I’d like to
speak with you alone.  The rest of you can go.  I’ll be in touch.”


“What is it Derek?” asked Rennson.


“There are a couple of loose ends
that have to be tied off.  It seems Tilbury isn’t organized enough to keep
their own secrets, so we’re going to have to help them out a little.”









Chapter 19:  Confinement


After treating Cam Burrows’ leg
injury, the medical staff at the San Gustavo facility gave him a narcotic that
eased his pain, but also put him into a deep sleep.  He awoke in something like
a brig.  The room was clean, and there was a functional toilet and a bed.  The
door was locked from the outside, but there was a large window.  It was glass
reinforced with steel wire.  Burrows quickly sized it up and realized he had
nothing that could break the glass.  In any event, the steel wire would hold it
together.  He had an unobstructed view of one of the runways, and could see
some of the activity outside.


Such a large base on the doorstep
of the United States had to be a major threat.  If by any chance it had not
been noticed, unlikely as that seemed, Burrows could possibly be the only
American to know of its existence.  General Kim seemed awfully cavalier when
I said he’d be spotted before long.  He’s got something up his sleeve,
thought Burrows.  He kept looking out the window, and noticed that most of the
people were probably Chinese, not Mexican.  At least that tells me who’s
paying for all this, and where the flights are coming from.  A few days
passed, and the flow of aircraft continued uninterrupted.  One afternoon, the
flow of cargo planes ceased.  Within a half hour, a small private jet landed on
the airstrip, and Burrows could make out Kim and several others forming a
welcoming party.


A tall, well dressed Caucasian man
stepped off the private plane, and the people waiting took turns shaking his
hand and bowing incessantly.  They made their way to the building that housed
Burrows, and the private jet moved off the runway.  The flights of cargo jets
promptly resumed.  So who’s in charge here? he wondered.  This guy
seems to be Kim’s superior, and I’d bet he’s American.


Burrows did not have to wait long
for his answer.  A group of men walked down the corridor outside his cell,
setting a slower pace than was typical for the guards.  One of the men leaned
against his door, which creaked slightly.  They were speaking to each other,
and Burrows thought he might just be able to pick up the details of their
discussion.  He tiptoed to the door and put his ear up against it.  It was an
American voice, there was no doubt about that.  It was probably the man he saw
landing.


“Did he see the whole operation?”


“He saw much of it.  We have to
assume he saw it all.”


“Go back to his vehicle.  Take it
to the middle of nowhere and blow out a tire or two.  To make it look like it
was stolen by drug gangs.  Rip out the electronics, and shoot out the
radiator.  Wait a week or so for his bullet wound to heal completely.  Then cut
off his water.  Let him go about three days without water, and take him out to
the vehicle.  Let him go and forget about him.  It’ll be too late to change
anything.”


“Yes, Mr. Ellis, we will take care
of it.”  Burrows could make out Kim’s voice very clearly.


So they want to make it look
like I got lost and died of thirst.  And in a week or so, whatever it is that’s
going on here will have run its course.  Burrows was glad for the advance
warning of his presumed fate, and began planning an alternative scenario.









Chapter 20:  A Clean Slate


As the Helsing-Tilbury corporate
jet taxied for its turn to take off from Chicago’s Midway Airport, the senior
executives of the company were already letting their hair down and drinking
champagne.  The flight was to an essentially meaningless conference in Las
Vegas, yet 12 of the most senior managers were on the plane.  CEO Shane
Magnuson sat beside CFO Ken Drule.  They clinked glasses and Magnuson said,
“Well if we can no longer make any decisions on how to run the company, we
might as well enjoy ourselves for a while.  There’s no way they can keep things
going like this indefinitely.”


“You got that right,” said Drule. 
“The money I’ve been forced to spend is staggering.  I don’t know how I’m going
to explain to another company how I allowed things to get so out of hand.”


Magnuson gave a laugh and patted
Drule on the shoulder, then stood up.  The rest of the passengers paused what
they were doing and gave a listen to the Chief.  “Folks, here’s to operating
Tilbury the way we’ve been asked by the owners.  You’ve all done a fine job and
I’m proud to work with you.  Remember that in the end, the preferences of the
owners are what dictate the operations in a company.  When you were asked to
produce profits, you did so admirably.  Today, profits are not asked of you,
but you’ve been responsible nonetheless.  So now we’re going to have some fun. 
My only rule is no cameras pointed at me in Vegas, and you’d also be smart not
to point them at each other.  This is going to be memorable.”


There was raucous cheering of
Magnuson’s admonitions, and all returned to their drinking.  Magnuson asked
Drule as an aside, “Who do you have running the shop?”


“Scott Peters refused to come
along, so I left him in charge.  I doubt he’d be much fun if he came along.”


“He can sign the checks, and that’s
all we really do anymore,” said Magnuson as he refilled his champagne glass.


The plane reached the runway and
made a smooth takeoff.  The brief quiet during takeoff was soon replaced by the
loud party atmosphere that characterized this group on this trip.  The
explosion caught everyone by surprise for the instant they were aware of it. 
The small pieces of debris rained down on farms for several miles, and marked
the end of the management group of Helsing-Tilbury.


…


“Peters here.”


“Scott, this is Derek Ellis. 
You’re about to be named the acting CEO of Tilbury.”


“I don’t understand.”


“There’s been an unfortunate
accident.  The plane bound for Vegas has gone down.  All of management is
presumed dead.  You’re the highest ranking surviving manager.”


“So that’s why you told me not to
go to Vegas.”


“Let me be clear, Scott.  It’s not
your role to question these things.  As far as you know, you were simply lucky
not to be on that plane.  If you can’t follow my instructions and keep your
opinions to yourself, I can’t guarantee I’ll keep you in the operation.”


“No problem, Derek.  I understand.”


“Good.  Now send me copies of all
correspondence you’ve had on our operation.  I want to know what everyone
knows.”


“Sure thing,” said Peters. 
“Anything else?”


“Yes.  All the research and reports
on the oil industry that you’ve accumulated.  I need all of it sent overnight. 
I want it all on my desk tomorrow morning.”


“It’ll be there.”


“One more thing.  I need you to
send a check for one million dollars to Joe Frattano.  I’ll send you the
details by email and I want it to be for ‘consulting services rendered.’”


“Isn’t that the brother of the
Secretary for Homeland Security?”


“Didn’t I tell you to not ask
questions, Scott?  I didn’t just mean don’t ask with your mouth.  I meant don’t
ask inside your head.  Can I count on you to make this adaptation right now?”


“Sorry, I’ll be completely quiet,
effective right now.”


“I think you’ll live longer that
way,” said Ellis.









Chapter 21:  Silver Lake


John Corson set out for Silver Lake
at nine in the morning.  He fought his way up I-95 and skirted New York City to
the East.  His mind was already savoring the promise of cool water and the
scent of balsam fir at the end of his journey.  He relaxed as he traveled
through the pleasant but still highly civilized corridor through the
Catskills.  The air was still that of eastern seaboard summer, clean but humid.


As he often did while driving long
distances, John’s mind returned to the accident.  After all these years it
still haunted him as much as the day it happened.  The same questions arose in
his mind.  If only he hadn’t been so idealistic.  He couldn’t help thinking the
crash was rigged.  Was he reading too much into it after all those years of
remorse?  No, he didn’t believe that.  There was more to it, like that time
just before the accident when he’d been held up in the alley.  The assailant
didn’t want his money.  He only kept him in place at gunpoint for a moment,
until a man in the shadows stepped forward and said “You need to keep your
curiosity to yourself.  People might get hurt.”  It couldn’t have been a
coincidence, coming just before the accident.


John’s thinking was interrupted by
the end of the toll highway at Albany.  After some minor traffic from Albany to
Glens Falls, he entered the Adirondack Park, savoring his favorite stage of the
drive.  The road slanted perceptibly uphill.  Before long his air conditioning
began to blow uncomfortably cold air, so he turned it off and opened his
sunroof.  He could smell the balsam fir and the cooler, drier air with all the
scents of the forest he had come to love so much.  The sky was an azure blue. 
These days were ideal, he thought.  There would be a beautiful warm day,
followed by a cool evening and a crisp night.  He finished his drive on side
roads as he closed in on Silver Lake.


Feeling sticky from a day of
driving, John pulled onto Island Road and saw the still prominent sun
reflecting off the water.  Pulling into Robbie’s camp, he quickly looked
around, and seeing nobody, changed into his swimsuit in the car.  He ran down
to the boat dock and without slowing sailed through the air into the water. 
The cool water surrounding him melted away the accumulated stress of the long
summer.


John surfaced, turned onto his
back, and swam out a little further, looking up at the house for any sign that
Robbie was in.  Seeing nobody, his glance lowered to the water.  He recoiled as
he saw something white floating in the water just beside the dock.  He must
have jumped right over it.  He swam frantically to the dock, grabbed the still
dressed body by the shirt collar and dragged it to the dock.  It was a male. 
He was afraid to look too closely at the corpse, because deep down he knew what
he would see when he did.  Robbie’s body was now cold to the touch, dead in the
water.


John pulled Robbie’s body out of the
water and laid it on the dock. He thought to return to his car for his cell
phone, but he remembered there was no reception up here.  Instead he ran up to
the cottage to find a land line.  He opened the door and stopped in his
tracks.  The place had been turned upside down.  It was a remarkable mess for
such a sparsely furnished place.  Robbie’s shotgun had not been touched. 
Neither had his wallet or the cash in it.  His car keys were still there, but
all cabinets, cupboards and drawers were dumped on the floor.  The sofas were
turned upside down with their liners cut open, and the sofa cushions were
likewise cut open.  There was a sweet, almost fruity smell in the cottage.  It
was somehow familiar to John, but he couldn’t place it.  What were they looking
for, and did they find it? was all John could think about.  If they did
not, he could expect some aggressive attention in the near future, as he would
be surprised if his arrival had gone unnoticed.


…


The police arrived within a half
hour and turned the quiet lakeside community into a scene of pandemonium.  John
was sure by now that Robbie was killed because of what he had wanted to discuss
with him.  The killers were probably professionals, so he was sure the New York
State Police would find nothing useful.


John answered most of their
questions forthrightly, but held back any mention of Robbie’s call or the panic
he had obviously felt.  He had no concrete information, and it was obvious in
any case that foul play was involved.  They had found a hypodermic needle mark
on Robbie’s arm and signs of constriction on his wrists.


John stayed in a local motel that
night, and underwent more questioning the following morning.  He decided to go
home, bitter that his memories of Silver Lake were now indelibly tarnished by
the murder of his good friend.  Jess had to be told, and comforted.  And John
himself was shattered.  Robbie had been a constant in his life, going back to
when their little girls played together.  Even when he was the one helping
Robbie through tough times, the friendship was what made John feel human.  Now,
he just wanted to hide himself away from the world.


…


John had a lot of time to think on
the long drive home.  He had tried to warn Robbie off pursuing things that were
best left alone.  If only he had listened to me thought John.  His grief
was crushing, but right now he had another duty.  He would have to stop in
Albany to tell Jess the news.  How do you tell a girl that her father has
just been murdered?


Jess wept quietly.  She hid her
face in her hands, and only the quaking of her body betrayed her grief.  John
did his best to comfort her, and slept on her sofa that night.  He stayed with
her for a time the following morning, but felt helpless to do anything for
her.  He left later in the afternoon and went straight home.  He sat motionless
for the better part of a day.  His girlfriend called to check on him, but John
had no time for her.  There was no way he could explain to her, someone he’d
only known a couple of years, how being part of Robbie’s family was his last
link to his own.


Robbie Linssman’s funeral was a
small affair held in Kingston NY, on a rainy and humid early September day.  In
attendance were Jess, a few mutual friends, and some unfamiliar people from
Helsing-Tilbury.  He made no attempt to strike up any conversations.  He
assumed that most of those people only came because it was expected.  They
worked with Robbie or conducted personal business with him.  They did not have
to console a daughter who’d just lost her father too early, remembering how she
looked when he told her.  At least she’s safe John thought to himself.


John took Jess out to dinner after
the funeral.  He never failed to notice the looks others gave Jess, a beautiful
girl of about 5’8”, flowing light brown hair and svelte but shapely
proportions.  “Do you have a boyfriend or anyone you could spend time with to
get over this?”


“Not really.  I had one when we
were in school but it didn’t work out.  He was just too shallow, and I won’t
waste my time on someone who doesn’t have the sort of depth I need.”


“So you’re alone” observed John. 
Jess’ mother and Robbie’s ex wife had died a few years back.


“Yeah I guess.  I have friends at
work, but nobody really close right now.”


“Then I’ll keep tabs on you for a
while if you don’t mind.”


“Thanks, that’ll be nice.”









Chapter 22:  Investigating Morningstar


CIA Director Bill Connolly was
first on Torres’ schedule.  After the meeting with Derek Ellis, Torres had
asked Connolly to track Ellis’ every move, and the President was now asking for
an update.


Connolly sat across from Torres and
had a folder open in front of him.  “Sir, Ellis has met with representatives of
governments from all over the world, from Nigeria and Saudi Arabia in the oil
world, to Russia and China in the developing world, and Panama and Egypt if you
want to think shipping.  We could see threats in all of it or none of it,
depending on your perspective.  I don’t see a clear pattern.  I think he’s
grasping at straws.”


“Do you see any money changing
hands?  Anyone writing him checks?”


“Nothing as of a few days ago,”
said Connolly.  “His frantic actions seem to reflect a lack of money.”


“Thanks, Bill.  I appreciate the
update,” said a Torres in a way that suggested frustration with the lack of
useful information.  “Keep me posted on any developments.  Based on his
comments, I’m positive he’s planning some sort of revenge against me, possibly
against the government.  Oh, and I really need you to access his financial
information.  He’ll either have to shut down Morningstar Security or get access
to cash from somewhere.  I want to know where it comes from.  That will be a
lot more important than just who he speaks with.”


“Yes sir, I’ll put someone on it
full time.”


…


In his 23 years with the Agency,
Roger Snyder had occasionally worked with Bill Connolly and knew him casually,
but never closely.  He always described the former operative and current
Director as “that unscrupulous careerist asshole.”  In retrospect, he could see
how it all paid off for Bill, as he rose from operative to Director, but he was
sure it “couldn’t be worth those years of eating crap, and having to compliment
the crapper on its fine quality.”  Snyder had a rough edge to him, both in
manner and appearance.  He was a tall man with some heft accumulated by middle
age.  He had short gray hair that somehow managed to always be out of place in
a way that would seem deliberate on a young musician rather than an older CIA
Agent.  Snyder’s meetings with past Directors had been few and always on
routine matters.  So he was surprised to get the memo to meet with Connolly on
an “urgent and confidential matter.”


Snyder walked into the Director’s
office and looked around suspiciously.  “What’s the matter, Roger?” asked
Connolly.  “You’ve been in here before, yet you look as though my office makes
you uncomfortable.”


“Oh, sorry Bill, I should learn to
keep my nonverbal opinions to myself,” said Snyder, earning a chuckle from
Connolly.  “But it was really weird getting that memo from you.”


“I concede that was a little
unusual,” said Connolly.  “But I have an unusual problem that could use your
investigative talents.  I need a complete dossier on Derek Ellis of Morningstar
Security Services, and I’m appointing you to develop it.  Regular reporting
channels are suspended for the duration of this operation.  I’ll send the memo
to your supervisor as soon as we’re done here.  You will report your findings
to me, and only me.  I will brief the President personally.”


Connolly briefed Snyder on Ellis’
recent issues with the Afghanistan contract and the government’s embargo on
business with Morningstar.  Snyder remained expressionless but was thinking, confidential
my ass.  My name will never get mentioned.  You’ll take all the credit.


Snyder was beyond fighting these
fights and was not going to let Connolly get under his skin.  He was looking
towards retirement with full government benefits.  He finally muttered a simple
“I understand.”


“And Snyder, no mention of the name
Ellis outside my office, got it?”


“Okay Bill.”  Snyder left the
office and began organizing his thoughts.









Chapter 23:  A Late Night Call


John Corson took the evening phone
call from investigators in New York State expecting more invasive questioning. 
He was pleasantly surprised that the questions were few and impersonal.  “Can
you think of why Robbie might have been headed to Chicago?”


“Robbie worked for a company
headquartered in Chicago.  He traveled there all the time.”


“We’re aware of that, but nobody at
headquarters was expecting him.  Another strange thing is that he booked the
flight on a personal credit card, the day before he was killed.  He normally
used a corporate card for business travel.”


John told the police he had no idea
what Robbie’s trip might have been about, but admitted that it struck him as strange. 
Even if Robbie had personal reasons to travel to Chicago, he would normally
combine them with business and charge the trip to Tilbury.  Here he was plainly
concerned with ensuring Tilbury did not know of his travels.  With everything
else John knew, he decided that Robbie was probably investigating Tilbury’s San
Marcos operation.  You just had to get involved, didn’t you? he said to
himself with some anger.


Thinking about the matter most of
the evening, John went through alternating moods of anger, depression and
overwhelming regret that Robbie hadn’t listened to his warnings.  Finally
exhausted, he fell asleep around 10 pm, but was awakened within minutes by
another phone call.  Confused, he expected more police questions.


“Mr. Corson, I saw you at Robbie’s
funeral.  I didn’t trouble you then because it was obvious you were in no mood
to talk.  That’s understandable, of course.”


“Sorry, who are you?” asked John,
still half asleep.


“My name’s Frank Goworski.  I work
at Helsing-Tilbury, and I’ve known Robbie for about 20 years.  I called you
because I have access to what might be more information like what Robbie was
pursuing.”


“Frank, let me make this clear,”
said John, now awake and indignant.  “I warned him not to get involved.  Do you
understand me?  I don’t want to get involved and I don’t want anyone else to
get killed.”


“More people are going to be killed
regardless, John.  That’s why I’m calling for your help.  A colleague of mine,
Evan Bozak, has disappeared and I fear he’s dead because he was feeding
information to Robbie.”


“I’m very sorry to hear that.  But
it doesn’t change my mind.  The two of them were mistaken to do what they did.”


“Bozak had a folder of
incriminating papers on Tilbury’s San Marcos operation, and Robbie knew where
they were hidden.  He was supposed to come to Chicago to retrieve them before
–.”  Frank didn’t finish the sentence.  He paused for a while then added,
“Robbie had a copy of at least one of the documents.  Until they find it,
anybody close to Robbie is in danger.”


“Jess!” exclaimed John.


“She’s definitely in danger,” said
Frank.


“So where can we meet?” asked John,
now willing to meet with Frank if Jess’ safety was at risk.


“At Benny’s,” said Frank.  “It’s in
Chicago on Michigan Avenue, across from the Art Institute.  There’s a patio
outside.  Meet me at the table at the north end of the patio against the wall
of the building.”


“When?  And how will I know you?”


“Two days from now, at 2 pm.  You
may not recognize me from the funeral, so I’ll have a Chicago Cubs baseball hat
on the table beside me.”


John couldn’t fall asleep again
after Frank’s call.  He went online and booked a flight out of Philly at 9:00
am that got him to Chicago by 10:30 central time.  That would give him time to
rent a car and scope out the area around Michigan Avenue where he was to meet
with Frank.  He could not be too careful responding to such a strange phone
call from a complete stranger.


John returned to bed and tossed and
turned for the early part of the night, worrying whether he was dealing with a
reckless fool who would get them both killed.  And then there was the
possibility that Frank was working with Robbie’s killers, fishing for
information.  But what troubled him most was the possibility that the same
people might come after Jess.  He was so burned out after the accident that
he’d turned his back on any confrontation that came his way.  He’d never
investigated who might have had something to do with it, preferring to try to
compartmentalize it out of his active mind.  He had also never been at peace
with himself over his meekness.  Now, with Robbie dead and Jess possibly in
danger, he was going to have to abandon his excessive caution.  He would make
this trip and follow what turned up wherever it led.


Having decided on his course of action
and accepting the risks, John felt a peace he hadn’t felt for many years.  When
accepted as such, the possibility of death lost its power over him.  He felt
free of his past, a new man.


John spent the next day reviewing
all the possibilities in his head and making preparations for his trip,
including a side trip to meet with a computer and electronics ace he’d known
for many years.  He left with some gadgets that he felt might come in handy. 
He took them to a local FedEx office and had them shipped to an office near
O’Hare Airport.  He would pick them up there to avoid questions from the TSA.









Chapter 24:  Snyder Goes to Work


Roger Snyder’s favorite way to
start investigating anyone was by looking up their airline flights and private
airplane logs.  The State Department also had complete passport histories, but
Snyder knew that those contained nothing not already in flight histories. 
Flight histories also told of movements within countries and even cancelled
trips.  In no time, he had found the records he was looking for.  But after
examining them for several hours, Snyder was disappointed at the lack of useful
information.  The man had been everywhere.  It was impossible to know which
trips mattered.  He decided it was time to follow the money, not aware that
Torres had said the same to Connolly.


Ellis’ private finances were easy
enough to access, as the Patriot Act made looking at bank records routine.  In
no time, Snyder had access to a decade of bank records for Ellis, as well as
credit card statements and tax returns.  The volume of material was staggering,
and Snyder realized quickly that he would need expert help if he was to make
any sense of it.  On a lark, he contacted the IRS case officer who had reviewed
Ellis’ tax returns.  The call was brief.  After pulling up the files and
acquainting himself with the material, the case officer said, “I remember this
now.  There were a lot of transfers of money between him and the company.  It
looks like he was making loans to the company at certain times and getting
repaid at later dates.  I never could understand all the complexity, so I just
verified that any excess money coming back to Ellis over and above what he had
loaned the company was properly taxed, and left it at that.  I have too many
other eggs to fry.  Sorry if that wasn’t much help.”


Snyder hung up and walked to his
window.  He looked out over the trees that would soon start changing colors,
and the horizon that was finally free of the thick summer haze that plagued the
DC area.  As he gathered his thoughts, he realized that if nothing else, he
knew that there were times when Morningstar had cash flow problems and Ellis
wrote personal checks to cover matters.  And there were other times when those
loans were repaid.  The specific times when loans were repaid might represent
pivotal events in the history of Morningstar, thought Snyder.  Surely, there
would be some useful information in the records from those times.  He would
need to see where Morningstar was getting the money to repay the loans.  He put
in requests for Morningstar’s financials, so he could key in on dates around
the times when they repaid Ellis.  As he waited for those financial documents,
he began to develop a profile on Morningstar.


Snyder printed up large calendars
spanning a period of 10 years and posted them on the walls of his office.  In
red ink, he marked up the calendars on dates when Ellis made loans to
Morningstar.  In green, he marked those dates when those loans were repaid, and
appended notes where the amount repaid was significantly above the original
amount of the loan.  Then he put sticky notes describing headline events in
Morningstar history on the calendars.  Headline events included things such as
losses or gains of contracts, alliances, formation or dissolution of
subsidiaries, or public references to activity or its termination in foreign
countries.


One detail quickly jumped out at
Snyder.  The loss of the Afghanistan contract was followed immediately by a
large loan from Ellis that was repaid just recently right after the formation
of the subsidiary, Nightwatch Security.  Nightwatch immediately secured a large
contract to provide security at ports operated by the shipping company
Helsing-Tilbury.  Aren’t these the guys whose whole management staff was
just wiped out in a plane crash? he thought.  He put a star on that item as
one to check out once he had financial records.









Chapter 25:  To Chicago


John awoke at 5 am, and cursed when
he looked at his clock.  He was now aware that he had to be at the airport in a
few hours.  The anxiety that knowledge brought prevented him from falling
asleep again.  He slowly got up, packed, and made his way to the airport.  Half
asleep, he endured the screening gauntlet and walked to his gate with a cup of
coffee and a muffin.  He was beyond coffee this morning, but for some reason a
strong cup of coffee too early would put him to sleep.  It worked, and he was
asleep before the plane even took off.   He only awoke as the plane began its
descent into Chicago on a clear, sunny day.  He was close enough to being
rested that adrenaline alone would keep him alert.


On landing at O’Hare airport, John
rented a Toyota Corolla in a bland shade of beige.  Bland cars were impossible
to track visually, and that could prove useful.  He drove downtown and parked
several blocks from the agreed meeting place.  John then sat in Millennium Park
for about an hour, checking for any obvious threats.  At 2:00, he watched a
middle-aged man only slightly shorter than himself sit down at the north end of
the patio.  The table was set for two, and the man placed a Chicago Cubs hat on
the table.  John was not sure if he recognized him from Robbie’s funeral, but
he had not been paying attention.  He walked into the restaurant and over to
the table.  “Hi, I’m John.  Is this spot for me?”


Frank stood and extended his hand. 
They shook then Frank motioned for John to sit down.  “I’m glad to finally meet
you, John.  Robbie often spoke of you, almost like a big brother.”


They made small talk until the
waitress took their orders, when Frank then started to lay his cards on the
table.  “Robbie learned something about the shipping containers in the San
Marcos facility acquired by Smithfield.”


John interrupted.  “Smithfield
being the holding company that also acquired Tilbury?”


“Yes,” answered Frank.  “Robbie
asked my friend Evan Bozak to check purchasing records, and everything destined
for that location was bypassing the regular purchasing process on a special
shortcut directly to top management.  Robbie found something else, or else
Hozie gave it to him.  It was a document that he felt would expose something
serious.  Robbie decided to contact the FBI and died shortly after that, while Bozak
disappeared before Robbie’s death.  By the way, I’m very sorry.  I know you
were at the scene.”


John frowned and gave his head a
quick shake to indicate he’d rather not rehash Robbie’s death.  “Did that
document ever turn up?”


“No,” replied Frank.  “Not in his
office or anywhere I could think to look.”  


“They tore up the camp looking for
something,” added John.  “At least now I know why.  What do you know about Bozak’s
disappearance?”


“Nothing, really.  His wife filed a
missing persons report and it was totally out of character for him to go
anywhere without telling her.  I’m assuming the worst.”


“Robbie mentioned something about
that.  I’m sorry about Bozak.”


“There’s something else I have to
tell you,” said Frank, almost interrupting John lest he say anything else.  “I
had precious few visitors stopping by at the office to express their
condolences over Robbie’s passing.  Only the old timers knew we were close. 
But earlier on the day I first called you, one of the new Smithfield guys who
had only been around since the merger came by asking what I knew about Robbie. 
I told him I was an old friend from way back, and that we hadn’t spoken for
some time.  I didn’t want to say more, thinking he was digging for
information.  But he wasn’t digging, he was giving.  He said that Bozak had
discovered an arms smuggling operation that in his words had ‘geopolitical
significance.’”


“That sounds like nukes.”


“I’ve thought of that,” replied
Frank.  “But neither Evan nor I knew what to do with the information.  Robbie
went to the FBI and now he’s dead.  This Smithfield guy says he has documents
to prove it.  He may have found Hozie’s folder of papers.  But he was worried
about being linked to any information leaks, so he asked me if I thought there
was a way to get the papers to someone who could use them properly.  Robbie
himself was going to come to Chicago to get them, so they’re probably
important.”


“And you think I can find a way to
blow the lid off an arms smuggling operation when going to the FBI gets you
killed?”


“Robbie thought you could.  I’m
sorry if I was mistaken, and I’ll understand if you don’t want to get
involved.”


“Robbie always thought I could do
stuff like that, but I couldn’t even get the SEC to do their job when I worked
there.  How do you expect me to pull off something like this?”


“Robbie believed in you, John.  If
we don’t try, none of us is safe.  Have you heard about the plane crash?”


“Yeah, management from Tilbury was
wiped out.  You think that was suspicious, too?”


“Wouldn’t you?” asked Frank.


“Point made.  When do I meet this
guy?” asked John, still unsure why he was here or what he would do with any
information he found.


“This afternoon at 4 pm, in the
Hancock building.”


“And where will you be during this
meeting?” asked John, slightly suspicious of Frank.


“I’m not going to be there. He
insisted on that,” replied Frank.


“Well that’s nice,” said John with
evident sarcasm.  “Doesn’t this sound like a trap to you?”


“I’ve thought about that and it
might be a trap.  I’m not asking you to give your life for nothing.  I’ll
gladly give you my gun to take with you, if that helps.”


“That does help,” conceded
John, now calmer than before.  “Where is your gun?”


“In my car,” replied Frank.  “We
can go get it as soon as we’re done here.  It’s on the way to the Hancock
building.


“Where should I go when I get to
the Hancock building?” asked John.


“Take the elevator up to the top. 
Go to the south facing lounge with a view of the water and the Sears Tower. 
Sit in the second row from the window.  Order a Goose Island 312 and put this
pen on the table.”  Frank handed John a bright purple metallic pen.


“Frank, this is just too weird. 
I’m not some kind of secret agent, you know.  And I still don’t know what I’m
going to do if I find something useful.”


“Again, I’m very sorry to do this
to you, John.  If I knew of another way, I never would have involved you.”


“I had already decided to get
involved for Jess’ sake,” replied John.  “It’s me who’s having trouble getting
used to thinking this way.  Sorry for the sarcasm.”


The two men stopped at the parking
lot and John quickly memorized Frank’s license plate for future reference. 
Frank opened the trunk and found his gun, then realized he’d left the ammo
under the driver’s seat.  As Frank walked around the side of the car, John
reached into his pocket and pulled out a GPS-based tracking device provided by
his friend the electronics ace.  He put the device behind the lining of the
trunk in contact with the exterior metal.


Frank walked back the way they
came, saying he had some personal business downtown, while John walked north
along Michigan Avenue, crossing the Chicago River.  As he passed the Tribune
building, he wondered what he’d gotten himself into.  His resolve of the other
night was being put to the test, and for a while he felt nagging doubts about
engaging himself in this affair.  As he arrived at the Hancock building, he
paused and gave himself a moment for any second thoughts.  He realized that he
was about to take a step from which there might be no turning back.  He took a
deep breath, then descended the exterior stairs to the sunken lobby and took
the elevator to the 96th floor lounge.  He was in this to the end
now.  He exited the elevator and entered the first lounge on his left, and
found his seat.  He ordered his 312, placed the pen on the table and waited.









Chapter 26:  Reaching Limits


The envelope came to Roger Snyder’s
desk marked “confidential,” so he closed his door before opening it.  He was
waiting for Morningstar Security’s financial records to try to learn what Derek
Ellis was involved in.  He zeroed in on the dates where his notes on Ellis
indicated there had been important financial transactions.  He mapped out
payments received by Morningstar on the calendar he had previously developed,
superimposing the payments over his other data on Morningstar.  The dates
invariably coincided with the commencement or resumption of key contracts, with
most amounts in the $1-$3 million range.  But as Snyder reached the date of the
termination of the Afghanistan contract, the numbers jumped out of their
previous proportions.  Unlike previous contract crises, Morningstar did not let
go many of its staff this time.  Additionally, Ellis had advanced the firm $10
million.  He’s either suddenly concerned for his staff’s well being or he
was counting on a big payday, thought Snyder.  Sure enough, Morningstar had
formed the Nightwatch Security subsidiary, secured a $20 million advance from
Helsing-Tilbury, and returned $15 million to Ellis.  Nice profit, Derek.  
I’d like to know why these guys would pay that kind of money to a pretty boy
like you.  It was time to have a look into Tilbury.


It turned out that the CIA already
had a dossier on Tilbury.  When a major international shipping company is
acquired by a mysterious holding company, considerable energy is invested into
determining the identities of the new owners.  Snyder knew this would have been
standard practice, so he expected this part of his job to be simple.  He looked
through the dossier again and again.  It was full of background information,
market analysis, and an analysis of strengths and weaknesses, but no
information at all about the acquisition.  This was strange, since the inquiry
was launched following the acquisition and was mentioned in the preamble.  The
absence of information about the acquiring company was conspicuous.  Snyder was
under strict instructions to work alone, but it couldn’t hurt to speak
informally with the Agent who had compiled the dossier without revealing
anything about his mission.  He turned to the summary page and gasped as he
read the name Colm Rowley.  He had known Rowley, a devoted father and
husband, and victim of a recent DC area sniper who killed a half dozen people
before he was caught.  The killings were random, or so it seemed until now. 
Rowley was shot and killed at a gas station close to his home.  He looked up
Rowley’s career statistics, and slammed his fist on the table.


Okay, Snyder, does this stink? 
I’m not imagining this, am I?  He was talking to himself, trying to
straighten out the implications.  “He writes the report.  He’s shot the day he
submits it.   And the acquisition, the whole reason the report was
commissioned, is completely missing from the damn report.  Without that, what’s
the purpose of even writing it?”


Snyder read what he could about the
DC sniper shootings and learned that the FBI had come in and federalized the
case right after the Rowley killing.  So he called the FBI and was put through
to an archivist.  He asked for a comparison of the ballistics reports in the DC
sniper case.  The archivist asked “which victims?”


“All of them, if I can,” replied
Snyder.


“I can get you five, but the Rowley
case is sealed.  You’ll need special authorization from the Director for that
one.  Sorry about that.”


“Thanks, that actually clears
something up,” said Snyder, now certain that Rowley had been assassinated in a
manner meant to look like the DC sniper had murdered him at random.  And the
reason for it had to do with the Tilbury buyout, and what he had discovered. 
The plane crash now also seemed a lot more suspicious than before.  So what
are you going to do to me if I discover the same information? Snyder
thought to himself.  After a while, he concluded that this was as far as he was
taking the investigation.  It was time to report back to Connolly before going
any deeper and endangering himself.









Chapter 27:  Meeting a Stranger


About 10 minutes after John Corson
arrived in the lounge in the Hancock building, an intense man of medium height
walked in.  His eyes were too close together, making it seem he was staring
straight through whoever he was looking at.  His gaze was at odds with his
calm, confident gait.  He walked straight to John’s table and attempted a
strained smile.  “May I join you, John?”


“You know my name.  I thought we
weren’t doing that,” replied John.


“I only know the name John.  I can’t
get meaningful information from the name John after all,” said the stranger,
uncomfortably.  There was something out of place about this man’s manner.  He
had a self-assurance about him that was at odds with that of someone who needed
help with a serious matter.


“What can you tell me about
Smithfield’s operations?”


“I have some papers that I think
blow the lid off things,” answered the stranger.  “It’s arms smuggling of
geopolitical significance.  And your friend was killed over it.”


“I know that and I know he’s dead,”
answered John.  “What do you define as ‘geopolitical significance’?”


“Well, let’s just say the whole
world will wake up and notice this should it come to pass,” answered the man. 
His vagueness was not sitting well with John.  It obviously implied nukes, but
he was unwilling to say so.  


Then came the kicker.  “I don’t
want to say anything more here.”  The stranger leaned forward to John and
whispered, “Too many eyes and ears around.  Let’s take a walk outside and I’ll
give you the details and the paper.”


“So tell me straight up, did you
find Bozak’s folder of papers?”


“I’ll tell you outside,” was the
frustrating reply.


John’s suspicions were boiling
over, but he agreed to the walk.  In order not to be seen leaving together, the
stranger excused himself briefly to the restroom.  John took that opportunity
to reach into his jacket and release the safety from his gun.  He then took the
elevator to the lobby and slowly made his way to the shore, allowing the
stranger time to catch up.


The two men made their way north
along the shoreline, cutting into small talk when others were about.  “What I
have is hot and I think it got your friend killed,” said the stranger
redundantly, further irritating John with his vague and repetitive statements. 
It was now about 5:00 and the late afternoon sun was still strong on their
faces, but the shadows were growing longer.


As they left concrete and walked
along the beach they approached Lincoln Park, where retaining piers held the
sand in place.  There was nobody nearby.  John was walking ahead of the
stranger, aware of his situation.  He asked, “Are you going to give it to me
now?” and reached into his jacket.


The stranger answered a little too
decisively, “Yes.”


Without any conscious thought on
his part, John Corson was now reacting to the situation as he’d been taught in
his brief SEAL training.  He quickly spun around and ducked, pulling the gun
from his jacket as he did so, just as a bullet sailed past the spot his head
had occupied a split-second earlier.  He squeezed off a single shot as he spun,
hitting the prospective assassin directly in the middle of the chest.  He
walked over as stranger slumped to the ground, dead within seconds.


It was the first time John had
killed a man, and the experience was extremely unsettling.  The revulsion of
taking a life, the shock of having been shot at, the exhilaration of being
unharmed, and the panic of clearing the scene, all merged into one moment that
seemed to happen in slow motion.  John could hear his heart pounding as he
struggled to gather his thoughts.  He checked the body for ID and was not
surprised to find none.  How about markings?  Assassins will go to great
lengths to avoid carrying ID but will think nothing of having a telltale
tattoo.  He rolled up the man’s sleeves and on the inside of the man’s forearm
found a tattoo of two daggers side by side, one slightly higher than the other,
with the crossguards each just touching the other dagger.  The tattoo seemed
somewhat familiar to John, but he could not place it.


John knew he couldn’t linger.  The
shots would have been heard, and the area was extensively patrolled by the
police.  He didn’t need to be hampered again explaining himself to the police,
this time with his finger on the trigger.  They would then find a way to make
him a suspect in Robbie’s murder, and his time and resources would be tied up
defending himself.  He holstered his gun and walked casually through Lincoln
Park back to Michigan Avenue.  Setting a brisk pace, he made his way south. 
Stopping at the Chicago River when he was sure nobody was looking, he
nonchalantly dropped the gun into the river.  He then continued along towards
his rental car.


As John walked along, he wondered
whether he’d learned anything from his interaction with the assassin.  The lure
of “weapons smuggling of geopolitical significance” was probably just bait used
to set the trap.  But the tattoo on the assassin’s arm meant something.  John
was sure of it.  He committed the double dagger design to his memory, expecting
that it would be significant in the future.


The cops would find the dead
assassin with a gun that had been fired, and in him a bullet fired from an
unknown gun.  They would find no ID, but would see that tattoo.  Either the
investigation would conclude that this was some drug related gun fight and
dismiss it as unsolvable, or they would bring in the Feds and the tattoo would
tip off somebody.  That would lead the Feds to the killers or, if the wrong
person stepped in, the investigation would stop dead.  There would be
surveillance tapes in the Hancock building and they would identify the dead man
on the tape because they would be looking for him, but they would not identify
John unless they already suspected him.  He would make a quiet exit from
Chicago and avoid any further complications.  He had to tie up all loose ends
and – “Frank!”  His anxiety level peaked as he realized Frank was likely to be
a “loose end” to the killers.









Chapter 28:  Delivering the Report


Roger Snyder waited some 20 minutes
for Bill Connolly to call him into his office.  He handed Connolly the dossier
he had developed on Ellis and Morningstar, along with the Rowley dossier on
Tilbury.  “I’m done with this crap, Bill!  If you want to push this it’s going
to be without me.”  He pointed to the Rowley dossier and said “Rowley was
killed over something that was in this dossier, and is now missing.”


“Rowley?  He was killed by the DC
sniper,” retorted Connolly.


“Yeah I know the official story. 
But you know what?  The FBI federalized the case right after he was shot.  I
can call up and get the ballistics reports on all the victims except one.  That
would be Rowley.  His report is sealed and you need Hoover’s approval to
see it.  I’m not sure even you could view it.”


Connolly smiled with amusement at
Snyder’s manner and his invocation of J. Edgar Hoover.  “Walk me through this
Roger,” he said to calm things down.


Roger settled in his chair and
said, “Morningstar has experienced numerous financial crunches over the years,
usually when contracts expired and were not renewed.  Each time, Derek Ellis
did three things.  First, he laid off most of his staff with the promise of
calling them back when work returned.  Second, he wrote a personal check in the
range of $1 to $3 million to keep Morningstar solvent.  Third, he licked every
butt crack on the Hill until he got more work.  This was the story in at least
five previous cases, but not with this most recent one.”


“When Ellis was embargoed by
President Torres, he couldn’t go back to the same people on Capitol Hill for
business, and his revenues were reduced to almost zero.  You’d think he’d shut
the place down.  But instead, he wrote a check for $10 million, far in excess
of what he’d previously done, and he kept all his staff in place.  He knew he
was on the verge of something big, and he was right.  Right around then is when
he formed the Nightwatch Security subsidiary, and right away landed a sweet gig
with Helsing-Tilbury.  Not only that, but Nightwatch hired new staff, so the
old Morningstar staff was still not doing anything I can see, at least
officially.  The new contract was rich, and Ellis paid himself back $15
million.  By my best guess, Tilbury is paying for Nightwatch as well as the
Morningstar staff that Ellis kept on the payroll.  It’s insane from a profit
and loss standpoint, and therefore suspicious.  So I looked up Tilbury and it
turns out we had Rowley develop a dossier on them after they were acquired by a
holding company I can’t learn anything about.  Rowley’s dossier is there on
your desk minus any details about the acquisition, the very reason the dossier
was developed.  And I’m guessing it wasn’t you who pulled the details. 
So since I don’t want to end up like Rowley, I’m not digging any further into
Tilbury.  You may have heard of them in the news recently.  Their management
was wiped out in that plane crash that has not been properly explained.”


“I was afraid it would get
complicated,” lamented Connolly, leaning forward and trying to put Snyder at
ease.  “Roger, what does your gut say here?  Just tell me off the record so
you’re not implicated, where should we be looking to get to the core of what’s
going on?”


“Easy,” replied Snyder.  “Whoever
acquired Tilbury is paying a ton of money for whatever Ellis is offering, and
it’s not simple port security, which could be had for pennies on the dollar. 
Whatever it is involves Morningstar’s battle hardened staff, or he would not
have put $15 million on the line to retain them.  Find out who’s paying the
bills and why they need access to our ports, and something will emerge.”


“Why are the ports so important? 
What should I be looking for here, Roger?”


Snyder was fidgety, knowing he was
going out on a limb he would rather avoid, but he couldn’t bear to be accused
of not having an opinion.  “Ports mean something is being smuggled into the
country.  It could be drugs, weapons, who knows.  A worst case might be nuclear
weapons, though the ports are not how I would imagine someone doing it.  You’d
want to smuggle a nuke using a small operation that can fly under the radar. 
This operation is just too big.  My gut says it’s big because the objective
requires it.”


Connolly was not inclined to push
further and dismissed Snyder with hardly a “thank you.”  Snyder was in any case
all too eager to leave Connolly’s office.


…


 


After Snyder left, Connolly lifted
the phone receiver and hit a speed-dial button.


“He found the trail to Tilbury
fairly quickly.”


“No, he knew enough to back off,
just as I thought he would.”


“Yeah I’d be worried too.  Snyder
could connect the dots.  But I don’t think he’d say anything.”


“No, we don’t want another body
tied to the case.  That could spin out of control.”


“I agree.  It’s too late to make
much difference now.”


“I’ll just saddle him with work,
and keep him busy.”


“I’ll tell Torres everything, at
least in summary.  But he won’t hear the important details of course.”


Connolly hung up the phone and
composed a memo to Torres that he would slip into his daily briefing papers.


Derek Ellis: 
Founder and CEO of Morningstar Security Services.  Has a long history of
political contacts that have led to favored contracts.  Following severance of
recent contracts has launched a subsidiary providing security at many port
facilities.  Cash flow from current operation appears sufficient to keep Morningstar
solvent.  Suggest DHS monitor for any illicit activities, but cannot presently
identify any specific concerns, nor evidence of any crimes.









Chapter 29:  An Unfinished Matter


In his haste to extricate himself
from the scene of the shooting, John had forgotten Frank, only now remembering
the reason he came to Chicago in the first place.  Either Frank had set him up
and there would be hell to pay, or he was an innocent pawn in which case he was
now in grave danger.  John turned on his GPS monitor and noticed that Frank had
only recently left downtown, heading west on the Eisenhower expressway.  John
followed and thought he was perhaps 10 minutes behind Frank.  Frank left the
highway in Roselle and quickly parked the car in a residential neighborhood with
tall, mature hardwood trees along its streets.  John followed, stopping his
Corolla a block short of Frank’s destination.  Another Corolla of similar age
and color to John’s approached from the other direction and parked in Frank’s
driveway, behind Frank’s car.


A man darted out of the Corolla and
ran to the back of Frank’s house.  John pulled into the nearest driveway and
stepped out of his car.  But an old man with a gray beard walked by with his
dog and bid him a good evening, perhaps with a little bit of a suspicious
look.  John casually waved at the man and mumbled something resembling a “good
evening” while worrying that he just showed himself to a potential witness. 
John started to walk the other way, waiting for the old man to pass out of
sight.  When he was gone, John ran to Frank’s house, hoping he wasn’t too late.


It was getting dark as John ran to
the back of the house where he had seen the man go before him.  The back door
of Frank’s house had been broken in so he tiptoed past it and walked through
the kitchen towards the only room with a light on, which looked like a den.  Thank
you Mr. Goon, for making it so obvious he thought to himself, then cringed
at the stupidity of his assumption.  He shrank back to the nearest wall and
backtracked, looking around all corners to make sure nobody was hiding in
ambush, before proceeding towards the den.  He heard a thud coming from the den
followed by a low pitched, aggressive voice demanding “What’s his name?”


There was no answer, only another
thud.  John retreated slowly to the kitchen where he spotted a block of knives
and selected one with a sharp, sturdy blade, then walked gingerly back to the
den, positioning himself to see in.  He saw Frank bound in a chair with duct
tape, bleeding from the temple area, while the visitor stood over him with his
gun and what looked like small branch clippers.  “Tell me his name, asshole, or
I cut off your fingers, one by one,” threatened the visitor.  Frank said
nothing, only looking to the ground with resignation to his fate.  The goon hit
him across the head again, shouting “Tell me his name, asshole!”


John took a half step back, causing
a floorboard to creak.  Everything in the other room came to a stop.  John had
been discovered.  He took several steps back towards the door and hid behind a
corner in the wall, clutching his kitchen knife.  Frank’s attacker followed,
gun drawn.  Why didn’t I keep that gun? thought John to himself.


The attacker quickly rounded the
corner, expecting to keep moving in pursuit of John.  Instead, John stopped him
in his tracks with a blow to the face from the large blunt handle of the
knife.  The attacker fell to the ground slightly dazed, but began to raise his
gun in John’s direction.  He never got the chance to fire it.  John plunged the
long blade of the knife into the attacker’s chest, knowing exactly where it
would do the most damage.  The attacker’s hand fell limply to his side and John
took the gun away from him.  “My name is John Corson, asshole,” he told the now
deceased attacker.









Chapter 30:  Assessing a Response


The shuffle at the top levels of
the Chinese government and military was eventful, even radical by conservative
Chinese standards.  Several top Generals with a reputation for political savvy
announced their retirements at once.  Promoted into their places were General
Officers with much more aggressive reputations, having come up through the
military culture that viewed China as the world’s rightful dominant power and
America as a belligerent, bankrupt nuisance.  As Torres read further through
the briefing notes, he realized this was exactly what they had feared.  The new
generals got seats at the governing councils.  The military was now represented
at the table with their civilian counterparts who had formerly been their superiors.


Torres knew what this meant, and he
believed that saying the military was “represented” misread the reality.  Just
as the Cobra came to give him his instructions, he inferred that the Chinese
government was now subservient to the military.  It actually seemed like a
smart arrangement, because it gave the military control over the governing
agenda, but without the mundane responsibilities of power which would still
fall to the governing councils.  He would now deal with Beijing on equal terms,
he thought with a trace of schadenfreude.  Neither of them was truly in
charge.  It was in this mood of fear combined with amusement that Torres downed
his cup of coffee and took the Derek Ellis memo from Connolly, read it quickly
and wrote, “Keep me informed of any new developments,” at the bottom of the
page.  He thought for a moment then wrote a second note.  “Get a dossier on the
counterparty in the port contract.”


The wheels were now in motion for
Connolly and the CIA.  Connolly would have no choice but to pursue an
investigation of Helsing-Tilbury and eventually hand over the dossier, but how
quickly he did so was a factor of government efficiency.  He would ensure it
was delayed long enough to be irrelevant.  And that would not be too much
longer.


…


Torres convened his Cabinet meeting
and started by asking everyone if they had a chance to read the memo on recent
changes in the Chinese power structure, with the military gaining a measure of
control over the governing process.  Everyone nodded their heads, so he turned
to Morgensen.  “What does State make of the power shift?”


“You pushed back hard on their
demands and the civilian government came up empty.  They lost face, if you
will.  The military stepped in and now they’re the power brokers.  It’s about what
I would have expected, and it looks like the pressure on their regime has been
ratcheted up.  It should start showing cracks soon.”


Torres was livid at the insinuation
that it was him who was responsible by pushing back on their demands.  It
was you who made me do it he thought to himself.  A world of possible
comments ran through his head, but he could not afford to utter any of them.


“If it doesn’t show cracks really
soon, we’re going to have to adjust to the new reality that we now have a
radical element running the Chinese government, and managing the world’s third
largest nuclear arsenal,” Torres finally said.  “These are no longer
risk-averse diplomats.  The danger of them lashing out at us has gone way up.”


“Then we have to hem them in,” said
Morgensen.  “They need to see that any strike they can dream up will not only
be hopeless, but it will be such an embarrassing failure that it would lead
directly to their downfall.  It’s time to deploy literally every spare asset in
the region.”


“Thanks to the earlier deployments,
we don’t have any spare assets,” said Defense Secretary Tyler Matheson, half
cowering in his seat as he said it.


“Then send over scrap metal!”
demanded Morgensen, in no mood to hear objections.  “We need to show a presence
on the ground.  Send as many troops as we have and equip them with whatever
firearms we have.  I don’t care what it is, so long as they see some functional
hardware in the mix.”


“Mr. President, I cannot support
any further deployments,” objected Matheson, appealing to Torres against
Morgensen’s demand.  “Our reserves are depleted.  Even our National Guard
troops are overseas.  Any disaster here at home and we won’t be able to mount
any kind of response.”


“We have police with SWAT teams. 
That should be enough for anything that comes up,” said Morgensen, while Torres
fidgeted nervously.


Torres weighed the situation and
realized that he had to be seen as taking charge.  Since the Cobra’s stance
would prevail anyway, siding with her would be the easiest way for him to keep
up the appearance of control.  He pulled back his shoulders, raised his chin
and said “Tyler, we’re going to do this.  Make the arrangements and deploy all
our assets in the arena.  Make sure it’s done with only minimal cover so the
Chinese can see what we’re doing.  I want a Maginot Line in the Orient. 
Any place the Chinese may want to apply pressure has to have an overabundance
of our forces.  Don’t leave any gaps for them to walk through.”


Turning to Connolly, Torres said,
“Do you have anything on unusual troop movements or the like?”


“The Chinese have picked up the
frequency and scope of their training exercises.  Their forces were already
biased towards the South China Sea, so I don’t want to read too much into their
sending more troops and other assets down there.”


“What sorts of assets?” asked
Torres.


“Aircraft and missiles, mostly,”
said Connolly.  “Anti-ship, anti-aircraft and strategic missiles.”


“Strategic meaning nuclear?” asked
Torres.


“Possibly nuclear,” replied
Connolly.  “They don’t announce which ones are and which ones are not.  But
this has been on our list of assumptions all along, so it doesn’t really
constitute a shift in their tactics.”


“They’re making symbolic gestures
to let us know they don’t agree with our moves” said Morgensen. “That’s why
it’s so important to call their bluff and raise the stakes.  Leave no doubt
about who is the stronger party.”


Torres resigned himself to the
reality that the Cobra would get her way once again.









Chapter 31:  Clearing a Scene


John Corson stood briefly over the
dead attacker, looking down at the man he had just brutally killed.  He quickly
freed Frank, who rubbed his painful head, before saying, “You came back for
me.  I don’t know how to thank you.”


Corson didn’t seem to acknowledge
Frank.  He returned to look at the body once again then started to shake before
breaking down into a hacking, weeping, involuntary set of lung contractions. 
It seemed to take a minute or so until he could pull himself together.  Frank
handed him a towel which he used to wipe his face.  “I’ve killed two people
today, Frank.  None of this should have happened.  Robbie should still be
alive, as should these guys.”


“I wish that were possible, John,”
said Frank.  “Why did you come back for me?”


“Your other friend tried to kill
me, so I decided that you were either next to be killed or you were in on it
too, in which case I’d have some business to settle.  I’m glad it was the
former, and I’m glad you’re alive,” replied John, regaining his composure.


“I’ll call the cops,” said Frank.


“Hell, no,” snapped John.  “There
are two dead bodies to account for.  We’d be in custody for weeks before things
were straightened out, and whoever was behind this would know everything they
need to about us.”


Frank removed the wallet from the
dead man and with it a printed itinerary for a morning flight to Albany.


“That will be a fake ID,” said
John. “But it might be useful to us yet.”


John removed the fake driver’s
license and credit cards.  He then rolled up the right sleeve of the dead man
and made a contemptuous pfft when he saw the now familiar double dagger
tattoo.


“Frank, we don’t have much time,
and you can’t stay here.  Somebody might be waiting to hear from him, and when
the second killer fails to show up, well, you can follow that train of thought
yourself.  Do you know an old man with a gray beard that would be out walking
his dog?”


“That would be Mr. Zelinski.  You
can be sure he’ll tell the cops anything he saw.”


“He saw me, but not too closely. 
And I didn’t say much of anything identifiable.  This guy is younger than me,
but being dead tends you age you, so it’ll be a wash.  We’ll put the body into
his own rental car, which looks a lot like mine, and park it where your Mr.
Zelinski saw me and my car.  He’ll have no problem mixing us up and will decide
this is the man he saw tonight.”


They cleaned the prints off the
knife, put it in the dead attacker’s car, and threw his body in the back seat. 
They cleaned any surface they touched and then John showered, throwing his
blood stained clothes in a garbage bag along with the rest of Frank’s matching
kitchen knife set and the dead man’s wallet.  Frank cleaned the kitchen floor
so it wouldn’t be obvious that blood had been spilled there, should anybody
come looking.


When they finished, they took all
the blood stained rags, the mop head and towels, and threw them in the garbage
bag as well.  They double bagged the garbage, took it outside and put it in the
trunk of John’s rental Corolla.  They parked the dead assailant’s Corolla where
John’s Corolla had been parked when seen by Mr. Zelinsky.  John removed the GPS
tracking device that he had placed on Frank’s car and in little time found a
second device, no doubt placed there by the attacker.


John and Frank drove through
several neighborhoods until they came to one where the garbage cans were out at
the side of the street and found one that was not quite full.  They added their
garbage bag of potential evidence to the household trash of the unsuspecting
family, and made for the motel that John had booked for that night.


They checked in and settled into a
double room.  “Frank, go to the lobby and use the computer there to check in
for the assailant’s flight using his fake ID and confirmation number.”


“But I’m not him.  How will I be
able to get on the plane?” asked Frank.


“Don’t worry about that,” said
John.  “You’re a middle-aged white guy and you’ll be clearing security during
the busiest time of day.  The TSA drone who needs two more cups of coffee won’t
give you a second look, so long as you have some ID to show him and act
grumpy.  They know everyone hates them, so don’t pretend to hide it and you
won’t be suspicious.  I’m guessing Albany is the next stop because it’s an easy
drive to Kingston, which makes me suspect he’s after Robbie’s papers and aims
to look everywhere relevant in his home town.”


John had one more thing to do
before they could call it a night.  He found an idling taxi cab whose driver
had stepped out briefly, and attached the attacker’s GPS transmitter to it.  It
would give any pursuers some fun trying to make sense of Frank’s movements.


“What are you going to do?” asked
Frank.


“I’m flying back to Philly.  I’ll
drive up to Albany and meet you straight away.  I should be there in time to
meet you for dinner, and then we’ll see if we can’t find those papers before
the killers do.”


In the morning, John dropped Frank
at the airport and returned the rental car before catching his own flight.


John was still weary of his
involvement in this whole affair, but it was now tempered by the awareness that
he was no longer safe no matter what he did or didn’t do.









Chapter 32:  To Albany


Frank landed in Albany and took a
shuttle to a hotel on Wolf Road, across the highway from the airport.  He tried
to be on guard for anybody watching him, but he didn’t notice the middle-aged
woman in the airport lounge photographing all deplaning passengers.  He was
gone by the time she emailed the pictures, so he didn’t see her agitation when
the phone rang and the party at the other end reacted to the pictures she had
sent.  And he could have no idea that later that day, after the plane had
returned to Chicago, two men dressed as TSA Agents spoke with the flight
attendant, showing her photographs of passengers and asking which one might
have been sitting in seat 15-B.


John landed back in Philadelphia on
a warm and sunny early autumn afternoon, planning to go home to change his
clothes and pack a few items to take with him to Albany.  But as he approached
his house, he saw two cars in his driveway, so he stopped short of his house. 
A man wearing a black windbreaker came out and walked to one of the cars.  As
the man turned to get in, John noticed the big yellow letters on the back.  He
then realized the depth of the situation he was in.


Instead of stopping at his home, he
drove to his bank and withdrew two thousand dollars in cash.  He then drove
straight to Albany and made it by 5:00, in time to meet Frank for dinner.  They
chose a familiar chain restaurant where John filled Frank in on his house being
invaded and that he did not think he was followed from Philadelphia.


“Frank, my house has been
targeted.  There were guys wearing FBI jackets digging around in the house.  If
they’ve managed to involve the FBI, then they’ll be after us for the deaths of
those two goons.  It could just be Morningstar pretending to be FBI, but at
this point we can’t be too careful.  No credit card use, no cell phone use, got
it?”


Frank agreed, but asked, “How do
you propose to find Robbie’s papers?  Did he have any family that might know?  Jessica
maybe?”


John instantly remembered that he
had neglected his promise to keep tabs on Jess, distracted by everything that
had been happening.  He almost pulled out his phone to call her, but realized
that the phone’s security may be compromised.  After dinner, he bought five SIM
cards with prepaid balances, confident they couldn’t easily be traced.  He then
called Jess with his existing phone.  “Jess, it’s John.  I need to see you, in
person.”


“John!” she exclaimed.  “I’ve been
trying to reach you.”


John stopped her abruptly.  “I
can’t talk now.  Are you still in Albany?”


“Yes” she replied.


“Good.  Meet me in an hour at the
place we had dinner the evening of your dad’s funeral.”


“You mean –”


Jess was about to announce the name
of the restaurant, but John cut her off.  “Hang up now, Jess.  Just meet me
there.”


John took the SIM card out of his
phone and tossed it in the trash, replacing it with one of the five he had just
bought.  He then gave one to Frank and had him ditch his old SIM card,
replacing it with the new one.


“I don’t follow,” said Frank.


“These cards are the identity
modules of the phone.  Change the SIM card and the phone might as well not be
yours.  I registered them to fake names, so they won’t be able to easily track
us by our phones.”









Chapter 33:  Meeting Jess


The restaurant was close, about
three miles to the south, so John and Frank arrived before Jess and sat down to
wait for her.  Within five minutes, they noticed heads turn as a beautiful
young woman entered the restaurant.   “Ooh la la” whispered Frank.


John glared at him like a father
would who took offense when his own daughter was the subject of a rude
comment.  Frank got the message and kept quiet.


Jess walked over and hugged John,
then sat down.  


“John,” started Jess, but she was
interrupted by John’s motion to be silent.  He only whispered “give me your
phone,” which she promptly did.  He replaced her SIM card with one of his, then
handed her a slip of paper and said “here’s your new phone number.  I was
worried about you, Jess.”  


Jess continued. “John, my place was
broken into the other day.  They ransacked it and ripped everything up, but
nothing was stolen.  I don’t get it.”


“It’s the people who had your
father killed, Jess.  They almost got me and my friend Frank Goworski.  Have
you met?”


Jess held out her hand and they
shook.  “Yes, I remember Mr. Goworski.  It’s been a few years.  Nice to see you
again” she said, somewhat subdued.


“Nice to see you again Jessica,”
said Frank. “And I’m terribly sorry about your father.  He was a good friend.”


“You’re not safe, Jess,” said
John.  “The reason they ransacked your place and mine, and the camp for that
matter, is because they’re looking for something.  They’ll be back to look
again at some point.  It might be no longer than one or two pages, but I think
it documents something very incriminating on the people behind this, and if we
can find it, we may be able to expose them.  There’s a chance they’re plotting
something that may involve nuclear weapons.  Did your dad have any secret
storage places, any safety deposit boxes, or anything of the sort?”


“Nothing he ever told me about.”


“That may be why you’re still
alive,” said John.  “They’ve been eliminating people over this.  They might be
able to use your phone as a tracking device, because of the integrated GPS
unit.  They might even know we’re here, so we can’t stay long.  But we need to
find this memo.  How about a lawyer?  Could he have left things with a family
attorney?”


“Lionel Ferguson was the family
attorney in the past.  He did a few real estate deals, and of course the
divorce.  But he’s largely retired now.  His son Lyle Jr. is running the
office.  He’s handling the estate settlement for me.  You don’t think they’ll
come after him, do you?”


Frank interrupted.  “I’d say it’s a
good bet they’ll check him out, but I don’t know how much danger he’s in.”


“Ferguson is in Kingston?” asked
John.


“Yes,” replied Jess.


“Good.  In the morning we go to
Kingston.”









Chapter 34:  Lyle Ferguson


Jess called Ferguson’s law office
to verify that Lyle was in, then packed a bag and waited for John and Frank. 
After checking out of their motel and picking up Jess, they got on the turnpike
south to Kingston, less than an hour’s drive.  Jess led them into Ferguson’s
office.  Lyle was in the reception area, and looked over when they came in.  He
stopped what he was doing to welcome them.  He led them into his office which
had obviously been ransacked.  Sofa cushions had been cut open and piles of
books were on the floor.  Lyle had been trying to make some
sense out of the mess, attempting to sort through the books before they could go back on their shelves.


“Come in, come in,” he said.  “I have to apologize for the state of my office, but I’m
sure you can tell that someone broke in.  This happened earlier
this week and it’s going to take us a while to recover fully.”


“Who did this Lyle?” asked Jess,
quietly admiring the tall, handsome man she was addressing.


“I don’t know who, but I have an
idea why,” replied Lyle.


“And I have an idea who.  I’m John
Corson, and I was a friend of Robbie Linssman.  I met your father once.”


“I’m Frank Goworski, and I too was
a friend of Robbie.”


“Well, I think I owe you all some
explanation,” said Lyle.  “But not here in this mess.  Let’s go out and get
some lunch.”


As they walked down the street
towards the water, John told Lyle the details of Robbie’s death and his and
Frank’s run-ins with the killers in Chicago.


Jess had been waiting patiently for
John to finish, then asked, “Lyle, did my dad have any recent dealings with you?”


“Officially, no,” he replied.  “But
the break-in was definitely related to your dad.  The only materials missing
were his official files and our computer backup tapes.  But there was no
information in either the files or on the tapes that was newer than the divorce
case.”


“So unofficially, what was the deal
between you and Robbie?” asked Frank, as they came to the Catskill House and
sat at a table off in the corner.


There was a self-conscious silence
until the waitress finished taking their orders and left them again.  “Lyle,
give me your phone,” said John.  Lyle handed over his cell phone and John
turned the power off and handed Lyle his last new SIM card.  “I’m just going to
assume that anybody on their radar has had their phone hacked.  Use this SIM
card if you need to call any of us.  Let’s exchange numbers.”


They all exchanged phone numbers
then John said, “Go ahead, Lyle, what was the deal with Robbie?”


“Well, Mr. Linssman came to see me
a few weeks ago, sure that his life was in danger.  I checked with my dad who
assured me that Mr. Linssman was levelheaded, so I took it seriously.  He’d
discovered some plot and I helped him contact the FBI.”


“Your contact was compromised,
Lyle” said John.  “That contact cost him his life.  Did Robbie give you any
papers that you would not have put in his file?”


“Yes,” was the simple answer.  Lyle
was visibly shaken by the thought that his help may have led Robbie to his
death.


“Well, where are they?” asked John.


“I don’t have the papers.  But
neither do the people behind all this, so far as I can tell,” said Lyle.  He
looked confused and near panic.


“Okay, calm down, Lyle.  Nobody’s
blaming you.  You only did what you thought to be the right thing.”


“I think Mr. Linssman feared this
happening,” said Lyle, trying to regain his composure.  “His plan was perfectly
designed to avoid the papers falling into the wrong hands.  Have all your
houses been broken into by now?”


“Yes,” was the emphatic answer from
Jess, while John and Frank nodded.


“He knew it would happen and that
my office would likely be targeted also, so we set up a hiding strategy.  He
gave me an envelope already sealed and addressed from me to an attorney in
Chicago.  In the event that I was contacted to execute his estate, I was to
mail the envelope.  I don’t know what was in it, but it included a couple of
smaller envelopes inside.”


“Did you mail it?” asked Frank.


“Yes, but not right away. 
Fortunately I did it before the place was ransacked.


“My dad died trying to bring these
papers to the right eyes,” said Jess.  “Can you give me the name of the other
attorney, the one in Chicago?”


Lyle frowned and looked
uncomfortable.  “I don’t remember right now.  Bernstein, or Bronstein. 
Something like that.  Debbie, my assistant, will probably know.  I treated the
case under the false name of Claude Pitken.  It’s set up as a divorce case, and
so far as Debbie knows, the attorney at the other end is Mrs. Pitken’s lawyer. 
Debbie told me she’d never corresponded with anyone by that name, so I said I
was doing it as a favor for a distant cousin.  I’m sure she’ll recall the name.


“Debbie, could you bring me the
estate files for Mr. Linssman?” said Lyle as they walked back into the office. 
“Oh and also, the name and contact info of the attorney for Mrs. Pitken?  I’ll
need to follow up on that later.”


In a few minutes Debbie walked into
the office where the four sat and gave Lyle a folder with a sticky note on
top.  Lyle picked up the note and saw the name Samuel L. Braunstein, with a
telephone number.  He picked up his phone and dialed the number.  In a moment
he was connected.


“Sam Braunstein” said the voice.


“Lyle Ferguson here, I’m calling
regarding the Pitken case.”


“We’ve done as the instructions
specified,” replied Braunstein.  “I sent the packages to Mrs. Pitken yesterday. 
At her two addresses, as a matter of fact.”


“Can you tell me the addresses?”
asked Lyle.  “I hate not knowing what’s going on.”


“I’m with you there,” said Sam,
“but the note left strict instructions not to divulge to anybody where the
packages went.  We kept no record of it.”


Lyle thanked Braunstein then he
spoke to the group.  “I think we’re done with matters today.  Let me walk you
to your car.”


“I wanted to step out because I’m
not absolutely sure the office isn’t bugged after the break-in,” said Lyle once
they were outside.  “Jess, your dad never told me exactly what he’d planned,
but now I’m getting the picture.  He knew that people would come looking for
those papers after his death.  If they were in any of your hands,” he paused
then looked at the group of them, looked down, and continued, “they’d have been
found and you would have been killed.  Granted, two of you almost were.  But I
think the key here is that he knew that the search would be the most intense
within about two weeks of his death.  So he hid the papers in time, rather than
a specific place.  The envelope I sent Braunstein had another two envelopes
inside.  I knew that, but it also had instructions to wait a period of time
then mail the inside envelopes to Mrs. Pitken at two addresses I don’t have,
but it’s a good bet it’s to one or two of you.  While the envelopes were hiding
in Chicago, we’ve all been broken-into, searched, and found not to have
anything of value.  But that time having passed, we’ll get the information back
now that it’s safer.  We’ll all have to check any P.O. boxes we have for
letters to Mrs. Pitken.”


“Thank you Lyle, you’ve been a
Godsend,” said Jess.  Lyle blushed slightly, not knowing what to say.


“I don’t have a P.O. box,” said
John.


“I do, but it’s affiliated with
Tilbury, in Chicago,” said Frank.  “I hope Robbie was smarter than to send it
there.”


“Jess?”


“I have one in Albany.”


“Then you’re the obvious choice,”
said John, “assuming Robbie knew you had it.”


“Absolutely.  He’s the one who set
it up for me.  He thought student housing is no place to be sending checks and
things.  I kept it after graduating.”


The three were about to get back in
the car for the drive to Albany when Lyle said, “I’m coming too, if you don’t
have any objections.  When Robbie came to me looking for help, I realized he
was up against something he couldn’t beat on his own, something I know a little
about.  I was never going to bill Robbie for this matter.  I feel invested in
this too.  Besides, look at what they did to my office.”


Jess glanced at Lyle and saw him
quickly avert his gaze so he wouldn’t be caught looking at her.  She smiled
warmly in his direction and was pretty sure he noticed.


…


 


They drove to Albany in two cars,
with Lyle and Jess in one, John and Frank in the other.  “It was Robbie who
involved all of us in this,” said Frank.  “If Jess has the missing memo, then I
think I can say it was his unspoken will that we work together and do the right
thing here.”


“I’m starting to fear that’s true,”
said John.


In an hour they were at the post
office, and Jess popped in, coming out in less than a minute with a small
bundle of mail in one hand.  Her expression suggested disappointment.


“It could still be in the mail,”
said Lyle.  “It hasn’t been that long.  You’ll all need a safe place to stay
while we wait.  My house should be safer than any of yours, let’s go there.”









Chapter 35:  A Resignation


Treasury Secretary Tom Gallant had
asked to see Torres, and Levine made room for him on the schedule ahead of
Morgensen that day.  Torres didn’t know what to expect, but Gallant got right
to the point as he walked in purposefully and sat straight down in the
visitor’s chair.


“Sir, I wanted to stress to you
that it’s a serious mistake to press the case against Leonard Clarkson.” 
Clarkson was the former chief executive of the major investment house Tillman
Macy.  “He was acting well within the limits set by years of precedent.”


“Tom, it was the Justice Department
that decided there was a case.  It really wasn’t my decision, other than that I
didn’t object.”


“You need to object, Sir.  Clarkson
is extremely well connected.  He manages money for some very wealthy people.”


“He personally approved the sale of
securities he knew were worthless.  A lot of wealthy people lost money on those
securities.  Maybe even some of the same ones you’re concerned about.”


“We could bail them out” offered
Gallant.  “But criminal charges in the elite circles of the financial industry
are unprecedented.  You could be opening a Pandora’s box here.”


“Then take it up with the Attorney
General, Tom,” said Torres with a dismissive wave and a frown.  “But know
this.  I am not going to tell him to back off if he has a firm criminal case.”


“I’ve already spoken with him. 
Without your call to the contrary, he’s going ahead with the case.  I have to
warn you that there will be difficulties ahead for you and for the
administration.”


“You mean worse than what we’ve
seen to this point?” asked Torres.  “I’m possibly the most unpopular man in
rural America.  And you can’t manage to complete your bond auctions without Havenstein’s
intervention at the Fed.  You can’t inspire confidence with the Chinese.  I
hear they’re selling bonds now.  How much worse are you saying it’s going to
be, Tom?  I don’t see where you’re doing much of anything right.”


“Since I seem to have lost your
confidence, Mr. President, I will submit my resignation, following a period you
deem necessary to pick my replacement,” said Gallant.  “But please don’t say I
didn’t tell you there would be difficulties ahead.”


“Very well, Tom.  Make your
announcement at the start of December, and step down at the end of the year. 
That should be a smooth enough transition.  We’ll use the usual line about
spending more time with your family.  Now tell me, what sort of difficulties did
you have in mind?”


“I can’t really specify because I
don’t know what they’ll do.  The leading financial interests know how to
protect their own, and their methods are not transparent.  But when you cross
them they will respond.  That much is certain.”


As they concluded, Torres couldn’t
get Gallant’s bizarre warning out of his head.  Things were already so screwed
up, how could they get any worse?









Chapter 36:  The Ferguson Estate


Lyle lived outside Kingston at his
parents’ family home, a large colonial manor with white pillars outside and
dark wood floors and wall detailing.  They had magnificent views of the
Catskill Mountains across an expanse of pastureland where they kept horses. 
Jess was enchanted by the charm of the place and quickly settled in to one of
the guest rooms.  All of them were put up in comfort in the beautiful old
house.


The remainder of the afternoon was
spent sitting outside and enjoying the views and the comfortable fall weather. 
Later, Lyle’s housekeeper summoned them for dinner and a chance to meet Lionel
Ferguson Sr.  He was a gregarious old man, tall like Lyle and frail with age,
but seemingly unburdened by daily responsibilities.  He took to Jess
immediately, and delighted in telling her slightly off-color stories, which she
found amusing and somehow charming.


After a delightful meal where they
were able to forget the worries of their situation, they moved to a sitting
room with a bottle of brandy Lionel had brought out.  As they settled in, he
said, “Lyle indicated you were in some trouble.”


John looked at his glass before
replying.  “You have a wonderful place here, Mr. Ferguson.  You live in peace
with your surroundings, and you appear to have no worries.  I apologize deeply
for bringing a violent issue to your home.”


Lionel
waved his hand, deflecting the apology.  “Everyone has worries, John.  I’m no
exception.  But I understand you’re in danger.  If you can be safe here, I’m
happy to help.  Robbie was a friend of mine, as you know.”


“Thank you, sir, it’s appreciated. 
We’re being pursued by the people who killed him.  They think we have something
that we don’t,” said John.


“We think it would have been mailed
to Jess’ P.O. Box in Albany, but there’s nothing there, at least not yet.” said
Lyle.  “It’s probably still in the mail, hidden from whoever did this.”


“Robert Linssman was a very
principled man,” said Lionel.  “That he gave his life for something he believed
in doesn’t surprise me.  You know you’ll have to pursue this thing he found. 
It would dishonor his memory to do otherwise.”


“I wanted him to leave it alone,”
said John.  “I know from my past that tragedy can follow where principle first
leads.  Now we’ve all lost Robbie.”


“Don’t you think you should ask
young Jess how she feels about it?” asked Lionel.


All eyes turned to Jess, with John
a little embarrassed at having to be reminded of this obvious courtesy.  “I’m
with my dad,” said Jess.  “I’m willing to follow in his footsteps if he thought
this was worthwhile.”


“I knew you’d say that,” said
Lionel.  “I certainly hope young Lyle snatches you up before anyone else does. 
It’s not often I see a girl so beautiful and so full of life.”


Jess shrugged off Lionel’s comment
with a smile, leaving him the wide berth of discretion due to overly
enthusiastic old men.  She did however sneak a glance at Lyle to gauge his
reaction.


“John, while you may be right about
the danger, a life lived in fear of doing the right thing is rather
unsatisfying.”  Lionel wasn’t going to let the topic go so quickly.  “I’m not
just pulling this out of my ass either.  Young Lyle and I had a similar
discussion only a few years ago.  There’s not time to go over it right now, but
he did the right thing, at some cost to himself financially.  He’s far happier
now.  Aren’t you Lyle?”


“Yes dad,” said Lyle.  “And now
that you’ve embarrassed everyone, maybe we should all say good night.  We’ll
want to check that P.O. Box every day until something turns up.”


Lyle went to the office the
following morning, while Jess, John and Frank drove to Albany to check the P.O.
Box.  They returned empty handed by 11 am, and were welcomed by Lionel, who
promptly called Lyle to tell him they had returned.  Lyle finished his work
early and returned home for lunch.  In the afternoon, they walked to the Shokan
Reservoir and enjoyed the colors of the leaves on the hills as fall started to
set in.  Frank and John walked with Lionel, while Lyle and Jess walked ahead. 
“I’d like to go for a run,” said Jess.


“I run too,” said Lyle.  “Mind if I
come with you?”


“Sure.  If you think you can keep up.”


They ran casually back to the
house, changed into shorts and ran for over an hour.  Lyle came back slightly
ahead of Jess, both of them in obviously high spirits.  Not ready to call it a
day, they went to the reservoir for a swim, but after a while went to a beached
canoe and paddled out a ways.  Smiling directly at Lyle, Jess deliberately
tipped the canoe over.  They laughed and played in the water for a while
longer, before returning to the house.


Watching the whole thing, John said
to Lionel, “She’s been through a tough time.  She may not show it, but I know
her better than anyone, and she’s been hurting.  It’s nice to see her blowing
off some steam.”


“And I’m glad to see the young lad
finally making time for the ladies.  Between his career adventures and my
wife’s death, he’s never taken the time to see girls in any serious way.  And
she’s a beauty.”


…


Jess hadn’t felt so carefree in a
long time, and while there were also moments of grief, she found her stay to be
a chance to forget everything, at least for a while.


Three full days passed and still
there was no envelope in the P.O. Box.  Over dinner, they discussed the
situation.  “It’s now Friday and if the envelope doesn’t show up by tomorrow, I
fear we may have guessed the wrong address,” said John.  “Does anyone have any
alternative ideas?”


Nobody could come up with any other
obvious places Robbie might have had the memo sent.  Jess and Frank drove to
Albany on Saturday morning, with Lyle attending to some work at the office and
John enjoying the quiet at the Ferguson estate.  Lyle got back before Jess, who
ran out of the car and into the house, waving a piece of paper for all to see.









Chapter 37:  A New Threat


“Mr. Matheson, would you please
explain to the President what you’ve learned about China’s missile defense
system?”


Morgensen had called the meeting,
insisting Defense Secretary Tyler Matheson personally present to Torres the
revelations about China.


“Sir, the Chinese have made key
technical breakthroughs in fundamental computing technology that will enable
them to complete their missile defense system.  We know they’ve had an intense
interest in developing such a system.  They have production-ready missile
prototypes.  The last obstacle for them was a lack of the right computer chips,
which they now have.


“How soon will it be operational?”
asked Torres.


“As early as six months from now,”
said Matheson.  “We made that guess based on how long it takes us to implement
new inventions in our systems.”


The Cobra looked at Torres
expectantly, but he just shrugged.  “So what?  Do you want me to launch a
nuclear strike within six months because after that I might not be able to?”


“Don’t be ridiculous,” said the
Cobra.  “I thought it would simply interest you to know that in six months’
time our ability to project power in the East will vanish, the victim of
obsolete technology.”


“Then we have to develop a new
defense strategy with respect to China.  Tyler, unless I’m mistaken, Defense is
silent on the topic of motivations when developing scenario plans with respect
to our rivals.  All that matters is capability.”


Matheson nodded in the
affirmative.  Torres continued.  “Then you obviously need to organize a task
force to develop a response.  You have a month to develop the strategy and get
my approval, followed by five months to implement it.”


“You don’t seem alarmed by this,”
said Morgensen.


“I don’t know why I should be. 
It’s perfectly rational for a power like China to want the capability to defend
itself, especially against the most powerful nuclear arsenal in the world. 
They see us as a threat, Hanna.  And it’s because we’ve threatened them in the
past.  We’ve tried to assassinate their Premier and we’ve bombed their embassy
in Belgrade.  Under the circumstances, I don’t see how I could pick up the phone
and call them to express outrage that they would develop a defensive system
analogous to what we already have.”


Morgensen looked at Matheson and
said, “Tyler, I’d like to speak with the President alone now.”  Matheson
quickly left the office and Morgensen resumed.  “You seem to consider yourself
simply as the chief executive of the United States, Mr. President.  You fail to
account for your role as the custodian of American military supremacy.  It took
a long time to establish it and you don’t seem worried about losing it.  When
we’re unable to secure Iran’s oil reserves, or the Chinese beat us to them,
then you’ll see the consequences of your stupidity.”


“In the first place my objective is
peace, not securing Iran’s oil.  Military supremacy is just a tool that can
serve either purpose.  Secondly, what’s the alternative?  If China is
determined to build a system, they’ll build it.  I’m not going to launch an
attack simply to avoid this possibility.”


“There are plenty of alternatives. 
All you need to do is call CIA Director Bill Connolly.  He’ll develop a
strategy that will put a stop to their system.  You’ll see that suddenly key
components don’t work.  The Chip plant will develop quality problems.  Their
software will be riddled with viruses.  Designs for systems they’ve spent years
developing will disappear.  Certain engineers will disappear.  The point is we
don’t sit on our hands while they threaten our power.”


“What you describe are acts of
war,” objected Torres.


“War is the continuation of policy
by other means,” answered Morgensen.


“That’s a quote from Clausewitz,
Hanna.  That mentality gave us two world wars.  The Chinese follow Sun Tzu, who
taught that the best war is the one that’s never fought.  I subscribe to that
view myself.”


“You’ve said your piece Mr.
President.  I expect the outcome of our discussion to be a green light for
covert action against the Chinese missile defense program.”


Morgensen then stood up and left
the meeting before Torres could challenge her concluding statement.  Torres was
left fuming at being overruled once again by his Secretary of State on a matter
deeply important to himself.









Chapter 38:  The Memo


John took the memo from Jess’ hand,
and with everyone in the room, read it aloud for the group.


.From: 
Smithfield Warwick, Operations Center


To:  Unit Heads


RE:  Update on Project Logistics


.Dear
All


.We
have received final clearance to go forward.  Derek Ellis has been appointed to
lead the whole operation.  All elements have to come together as planned or
everything will be in jeopardy.  Security is essential so above all, no leaks. 



Here follows an update on the
logistical plans.  Any issues meeting timelines must be communicated
immediately.


1. Newly revised containers
have been produced.  Trust this will resolve any remaining questions on
capacity


2. Delivery of outer
containers to San Marcos in progress, Tilbury to complete interior refit and
plumbing for our specific needs


3. Target number is 2,500
containers


4. Target date of
deployment:  Oct 9 at ports.  All containers must be unloaded by Oct 8 to
ensure coordinated action.  Timeline subject to change, so keep checking


5. Nightwatch to be
extended all cooperation


6. Morningstar to
coordinate launch plans and maintain secrecy by any means necessary


7. All other elements remain
as originally discussed


.Please remember, we only get one chance to get this
right.  Failure will see us prosecuted.  All details have to merge perfectly.


.Regards,


.Scott.


…


“That could be Scott Peters,” said
Frank.  “He was the sidekick to the CFO until he was killed in the plane
crash.  Peters was about the only high ranking manager not on that plane.  It
sort of puts me over the top with regards to the cause of that crash.”


“It looks like Tilbury was acquired
to pull off this operation,” said John.  “Management who knew what was going on
became a hindrance.”


“Scott Peters is now the interim
CEO,” said Frank.  “And we have a smoking gun that puts him in the middle of
the plot.”


“I’m not sure what to make of it,”
said John.  “Containers being doctored in San Marcos then sent to ports,
probably here in the US.”


“San Marcos in the Pearl Islands?”
asked Lyle.


“Yes, Robbie previously discovered
that Smithfield bought San Marcos and set up a port,” said John.


“Do you guys recall a news story
not too long ago about missiles the Russians had built that would fit inside
shipping containers?” asked Frank.


“They’re going to import missiles
and attack us from within our ports?” asked Lyle.


“Who?” demanded Jess.


“Whoever owns Smithfield,” answered
Lyle.


“Or attack the Russians from our
ports?” asked Jess.  “Start World War III?”


“I doubt it” said Frank.  “Any
missile you could fit in a shipping container would have to be short range.”


“Right now it doesn’t make sense
strategically,” said John.  “Why would you go to so much trouble to bomb us if
our subs are parked right off your coast at this moment?”


“What about a false-flag
operation?” asked Lyle.  “The CIA does all this to cause all sorts of outrage,
produces some link to Iran, and the military turns their desert into a sea of
glass.”


“One at a time,” said John.  “Does
it make sense for it to be missiles?”


“It depends who’s behind it,” said
Frank.  “I agree the Russians aren’t stupid enough to blow up our port cities
and take the full force of our retaliation.  Besides, they still have an
arsenal that can probably penetrate our defenses and do it the old fashioned
way.  They just aren’t a good match, but their missiles in the hands of
terrorists might be.”


“You’re outside the logistical
capabilities of some bunch of terrorists here,” said John.  “If we were just
talking about a few missiles in shipping containers, then a small group could
possibly pull it off.  But they’ve bought large corporations, a whole island,
and paid off Morningstar to get this done. Only a sovereign entity could muster
resources like this.  Lyle, if this was a false flag attack, why would they
have 250 containers?  The PR value would be achieved by a single nuclear
device.”


“I concede your point, John” he
replied.  “It’s just that I’ve seen the CIA involved in all sorts of things
that fit this profile.  If it’s a foreign government, what are they trying to
achieve?”


“I know about operation Gladio,
if that’s what you were referring to,” said John.  “I don’t doubt that the CIA
could be involved, but again the scale of the operation is the key.  They’re
normally limited to activities on the terrorist scale by virtue of needing a
hard core of people to pull them off without too many leaks.  This just feels a
little too big for them to be behind it.”


“Then it’s a rogue government,
maybe North Korea together with Iran,” offered Frank.  “If we rule out big
governments and small nongovernmental groups, what are we left with?”


“What about the plumbing?” asked
Jess.


“I wondered that myself,” said
Lyle.  “It could refer to missile launch plumbing.”


“We need more information,” said
John.  “Otherwise we’re speculating blindly.  Someone needs to take a look at
San Marcos up close.  We need to know what’s up with Morningstar.  These guys
were kicked out of Afghanistan for excessive brutality, if I remember
correctly.  And now I remember why the double dagger logo I saw on those
assassins’ arms was familiar.  It’s the Morningstar logo.  They’re in charge of
security for this operation.  Jess, these are the people who killed your
father.  I’m sure of it now.”


“We need to find out where their
money is coming from,” said Lyle.


“And then we need to find a way to
reach the President to make our case” said Frank.  “It won’t do us any good to
learn of a conspiracy without having something we can do with the information. 
We can’t go to the FBI, since that got Robbie killed.  Anybody we approach will
pose a risk, and that’s something we’ll have to sort out.”


“John, I want to go to San Marcos,”
said Lyle.  “I’m in good shape, I can run long distances, and I’m a certified
diver.  The tourist industry is pretty thin down there, and what little there
is surrounds diving.  So I have a plausible cover.”


“The same goes for me,” said Jess. 
“I also dive.  It will be natural for us to go together.  We can pass for a
couple.”  Jess had an enthusiastic smile as she said that, and Lyle took a
quick glance then allowed himself to also smile mildly.


“That works for me,” said John,
with less reluctance than he had previously shown.  “But I don’t want you
traveling under your real names.  That would be too easy to track with all the
airline security databases.”


Lyle smiled and said, “I’ve already
thought of that.  I have a friend in Montreal, well not quite a friend, but
he’s a topnotch forger and he owes me some serious favors.  We’ll drive up and
fly out of there.”


“That will work,” replied John. 
“While you two go on your tropical vacation, Frank and I will see what we can
dig up on Morningstar financially.  We’ll also sniff around and try to learn
what’s going on at the ports.  Meanwhile, everyone start thinking about how we
can use the information we obtain.”


“Just a tootin’ minute,” said
Lionel.  “You’ve been here all week.  The least you can do is stay Saturday
night.  Some of the neighbors come over and we have a great time.  After that,
sure go ahead and do the right thing.  But tonight, the right thing is right
here.”


They knew better than to argue with
Lionel, so they enjoyed another night at the Ferguson Manor before starting on
their trips.  In the morning, the old man insisted they come with him to
church.  They were of varying degrees of religious practice, but nobody
protested too loudly, so they accompanied him.  After the Mass, Lionel walked
over to the priest and said something to him.  The priest came over to the four
of them and gave them a blessing with Holy water.  “Last rites, Father?” asked
Frank.


“Not at all,” said the amused
cleric.  “But a proper Benediction sure beats a ‘good luck.’”


…


Lyle packed a few things then he
and Jess drove to Albany, where she also packed before continuing to Montreal,
slightly less than four hours to the north.  On the way, they passed through
the Adirondacks, where Jess relived childhood memories, feeling wistful about
not being able to forget everything and turn off the highway to Silver Lake. 
She indulged her thoughts for only a few moments before crushing the feelings
of passivity and defeat, reminding herself of the matter of her father’s murder
that she was pursuing.


They crossed the border into Quebec
and before long saw the skyline of Mount Royal with the domed roof of St.
Joseph’s Oratory.  Crossing the Mercier Bridge onto the island of Montreal,
they made their way to the West Island.  At the north end of the island, they
reached a set of housing developments that had seen better days.  The residents
were mostly immigrants, relatively poor, but crime was not a major issue.


They parked the car and made their
way to a beige brick building with a 1950s-style entry foyer.  They found the
name “M. Ahmoudi” on the resident list and Lyle pressed the button, waited for
the reply and announced himself.  There was no reply but the buzzer rang and
the door was unlocked.  They stepped into a lobby that had nice stonework, but
50-some years of wear had dulled it.  The elevator smelled of cigarette smoke
so old that the last smoker in the elevator may have been innocent of any code
violation.  They stepped out of the elevator into a dimly lit hallway, the
floors worn, dirty, or both.  One could not really tell in the gloom.  Finally,
Lyle knocked on a door.  It was opened by a well groomed Arabic man.


“Why are you here?” he asked
without a hint of a smile.


“So nice to see you too, Ahmed,”
said Lyle.  “Let me introduce you to my friend Jess.  Why don’t you ask her to
be seated while you make us some coffee?  We’ve been driving all day and we
need your help.”


Lyle walked into the tastefully
appointed, clean apartment that was a nice contrast to the environment
outside.  He motioned for Jess to follow, and gestured towards a chair.


“Welcome, Jess.  Please make
yourself comfortable while I make us some coffee,” said Ahmed. He then turned
to Lyle. “Saving me from the Mossad that time was in your interest too, Lyle. 
I won’t be eternally indebted to you for that one.”


“I helped smuggle you out of Israel
because I knew you were innocent of anything worse than forgery, and at that
point guilt or innocence mattered not a whit to them.  It was simply the right
thing to do.  But now I’m in a similar situation and I’m asking your help
because it’s the right thing for you to do.  And I think you might find it in
your interests also.”


Ahmed looked him in the eye briefly
and evidently decided he was telling the truth.  “Tell me the story,” he said
as he started the coffee.









Chapter 39:  Meeting with Havenstein


Gerry Levine had arranged a meeting
between President Torres and the chairman of the Federal Reserve, Dr. Rudolph Havenstein. 
Havenstein had previously requested the meeting and had been writing alarming
memos about bond auction failures.  Torres had accommodated him to discuss the
issue, but his encounter with the Chinese envoy had raised a lot of questions
in his mind that he wanted to pose to the Fed Chairman.  The Fed Chairman is
nominated by the President at the conclusion of his predecessor’s term, but his
term does not coincide with that of the President and in fact, outlasts him. 
Once in office, he is in theory unanswerable to any elected official.


“Mr. President, are you aware of
how the Federal Reserve controls the supply of money?”


“Yes, Dr. Havenstein.  I’ve studied
the matter to some degree.”


“Then you know that our balance
sheet has two columns.  Our assets are government bonds that we hold, and our
liabilities are Federal Reserve Notes, or Dollars, that we have issued in
exchange for those bonds.”


“Right.”


“When a bond matures, we collect
the dollars that are paid to us and just buy a new bond with them.  That
rollover of funds keeps the money supply constant.  Until the tenure of my
predecessor, the Federal Reserve only purchased short term T-bills no longer
than three months in duration.  We would always roll them over, but the point
is that we could in theory, without selling anything, shrink the monetary base
of the United States simply by allowing our bonds to mature.  As a result we
had great credibility in safeguarding the value of the dollar and dollar
denominated government debt.”


“The Fed is not normally the
primary buyer of government debt, is it?” asked Torres.


“Yes and no,” answered Havenstein. 
“The asset column of our balance sheet is mostly government debt.  We don’t
hold much gold or other hard assets anymore.  But as I said, in the past it was
all short term debt.  This is how we keep short term interest rates low.”


“You don’t set long term rates?”
asked Torres.


“Not traditionally.  The supply of
dollars we create to buy short term T-bills influences long term rates,
but only indirectly by making more money available.  That’s the way it’s been
until recently.”


“You’ve moved to buying longer
dated bonds in recent years?” asked Torres.


“Yes.  The amount of money the
government is borrowing has increased so dramatically that the market was
flooded by long bonds.  The memos I’ve written concern the fact that there is
not enough cash in the world to buy the quantities of bonds the government is
issuing.  We’ve consequently had to step in and buy long term bonds to prevent
government bond auctions from failing, which would shatter confidence in
government finances.”


“I’ve had a recent visit from a
Chinese envoy who saw very clearly that what you’re doing is monetary
inflation, and it is devaluing their holdings of dollars and Treasury bonds. 
Is he wrong?”


“He’s not wrong, Sir.  But if we
had not stepped in, China’s existing holdings of US debt would lose even more
value because we would default.  The reason we had to start buying Treasury
bonds was to pick up the huge amount of slack in the bond market.  That’s the
essence of why I needed to see you.  My deputy Gil Gonneau has confirmed that
China is selling its US government debt, which is consistent with your visit
with their envoy.


“So the choice is death by
inflation or death by bankruptcy?”


“I’m afraid that’s what it comes
to, Sir.”


“Dr. Havenstein, explain to me how
we got here.  And spare me the public relations bullshit, please.”


Havenstein looked visibly insulted,
but continued.  “In short, the supply of money and credit has expanded
continuously since the 1950s, with only occasional pauses.  When the recession
of 2001 arrived, my predecessor further inflated the money supply because of
pressure from your predecessor who was engaging in and had to finance new
wars.  When commodity price inflation kicked in and we raised rates to combat
that, the money supply tightened far faster than any of us could have
imagined.  Loan defaults made the banks’ reserves evaporate, and their ability
to make loans vanished, so credit froze.  You know the rest of the story.  The
resulting crisis created a real danger of reversing the whole monetary
expansion of 60 years’ duration.  We had no choice but to inflate.”


“So how do you prevent the
inflation from getting out of control?”


“By treading carefully.  We’re
walking a tightrope, and one misstep will, as you said, give us death by
inflation or bankruptcy.”


“And if you’re perfect and no
accidents happen that are beyond your control, then all you’ve done is walk on
that tightrope for a while longer.  But you’re still high up in the air and you
still face the same dangers as before.  If anything, the dangers may be worse
for the extra money you’ve created.”


“They’ve managed it pretty well in
Japan.  I think we can do the same,” replied Havenstein.


“25 years of recession with no end
in sight isn’t my idea of success, Dr. Havenstein.  Here’s a quote the Chinese
envoy alluded to that summarizes what he was saying.  ‘There is no means of
avoiding the final collapse of a boom brought about by credit expansion.  The
alternative is only whether the crisis should come sooner as a result of
voluntary abandonment of further credit expansion, or later as a final and
total catastrophe of the currency involved.’”


“That’s Mises,” said Havenstein. 
“It’s not exactly a mainstream view.”


“The mainstream is what got us into
this crisis,” retorted Torres.  “And the students of Mises saw it coming all
along.  They claim your tightrope predicament has no safe solution.  They claim
that you can’t avoid disaster, but can only prolong and increase the misery
before the final disaster.”


“Okay, Mr. President, since you’re
asking for the naked truth, here it is,” said Havenstein.  “The fact is, we
know Mises is basically right.  But what are we supposed to do about it?  If we
followed his advice, we would freeze the money supply, interest rates would
rocket upwards, the government would have to cut out two thirds of its current
cost, and we would have a very deep depression.  That’s what Mises’ students
want.  They think it would be brief.  But are you aware of what it would do? 
It would wipe out most of the wealthy people and corporations in this country
and probably the world.  Think about that carefully.  It means all your
backers, all your friends and enemies, all wiped out.  These are people with
influence throughout the government, in the military and the intelligence
community.  And I don’t just mean in the United States.  Most foreign
governments are also on their speed-dial lists.  If you think you have problems
now, imagine the media they own holding you personally responsible for a
complete collapse of the economy.  I’m talking unemployment of 50% or more,
riots in the cities and severe shortages of food and gas.  What emerges on the
other side when the recovery comes won’t resemble today’s order.  There will be
new elites, and they won’t owe you anything.  In fact, they may put you and me
and the rest of the government on trial.  The world we live in will be lost,
and the institutions we’ve built will disappear.   My public comments are
designed to keep the bond market stable, without which we risk the scenarios I
just described.”


“That’s the honesty I wanted.  So
the people will continue to suffer so we can spare the elites from being wiped
out.”


“I’m afraid so, Sir.”


“And the Chinese have a valid
point, don’t they?  We are going to rip them off on the value of our bonds.”


“Yes, Sir, they do.”


“And you’re stuck buying our debt,
and will continue to be.  There’s no real exit strategy.”


“No, there’s no exit strategy.  As
soon as we stop, the economy will collapse.”


“So the collapse of the dollar is
inevitable, and your memos to me are only attempts to deflect the blame. 
You’re just preemptively trying to shift the blame.”


“The Federal Reserve may have
provided the champagne Mr. President, but the politicians drank it at one
sitting.  If I can’t close the bar, I at least want the record to show I did
not condone this binge.”


“You can go now, Dr. Havenstein. 
The truth is every bit as bad as I feared.”  









Chapter 40:  A Forger


Lyle and Jess sat in Ahmed’s
Montreal apartment, sipping coffee and telling him their story.  By the time
they finished, he was willing not only to help out but to participate if they
needed him.  And he was more than willing to create new identities for them. 
Ahmed was too proud to use his forging skills to defraud anybody financially. 
He was always careful to establish that this was not going to be the objective
if he was to render his services.  He specialized in concealing people, or to
facilitate their travel without the complications that might arise were their
true identities to be known.  And with the advent of computerized travel
databases, it was not possible to simply invent identities.  A successful
forger of documents had to have a reliable contact inside the government who
could furnish computerized codes that would identify people who already existed
in the databases.  He would then choose a plausible identity that already
existed and alter the biometrics to match the new recipient of the documents. 
By the time they left, Ahmoudi had photographed the couple, taken essential
measurements of height and weight and promised to find them appropriate
identities that would not attract undue attention.


Lyle and Jess checked into a motel
on the south shore of the St. Lawrence River then crossed the Victoria Bridge
back to the old port of Montreal.  With some time on their hands, they decided
to explore the area, and walked for some time among the old stone buildings and
cobblestone streets that contained some of the few architectural flavors of old
Europe in North America.  As it was an uncommonly warm fall day, they settled
on a restaurant with an outdoor terrace, from where they could watch the action
on the Place Jacques Cartier in front of them.  Caricaturists were drawing
faces, while street performers put on various shows.  “So what were you doing
in Israel, smuggling Palestinians out of the country?” asked Jess, finally
getting her opportunity to ask the obvious question.  


“I was a civilian
contractor for the Tranche Corporation, having joined them right out of law
school.  We were hired to do an economic analysis of what Western investment
could do for the Palestinians in the West Bank.  Our projections were hugely
exaggerated, of course.  We used a computer program designed to produce
exaggerated numbers.  Our objective was to persuade them to take on big loans to
buy a lot of stuff from major corporations.  Having a nation in your debt can
be very useful in subsequent negotiations.  We never did the lending.  We only
sold them the concept of development, while simultaneously working with the
World Bank, who would step in and fund it.


While we were in
the West Bank, our group lived among the Palestinians for a while, and we got
to know a group of them.  Ahmed was one, and he was already an expert forger
back then.  You have to understand that for him, living in a society like that
where you can never take your personal safety entirely for granted, it’s very
important to do little favors for anybody powerful who asks.  This keeps you in
good standing with the powers that be, and that can sometimes literally be a question
of life-and-death.


Ahmed forged the
odd document for the Israelis, which they plainly didn’t need since they had
plenty of in-house expertise.  Most likely, those jobs were given to him so
that if the papers were tracked back to their source, the Israelis could ensure
they were tracked to some poor Arab, rather than to the Mossad.  Of course he
also forged for the Palestinians, and they kept him a little busier than the
Israelis.


As part of our job
with Tranche, we traveled between Israel, the West Bank and Jordan quite often,
and our security status was such that we were rarely questioned at any of those
borders.  That could pose certain problems for us when using our IDs to check
into hotels in Jordan.  If word ever came back what an easy time we had
crossing the border, the locals might assume we were Mossad, or CIA.  To be
honest I’m not sure which would be worse.  So we had Ahmed get us documents
making it seem we were UN observers of human rights compliance, and that was
good enough for the Jordanian hotels, though we regularly got an earful about
the practices of the Israelis.


One morning, Ahmed
came knocking on our door in a panic.  The Mossad was looking for him, or so he
believed.  In his mind, he was a dead man if they found him.  It looks as though
one of his customers had crossed a big line, maybe arms smuggling or planning
terrorism.  I never learned what it was, but it was obviously something big
enough that top politicians heard about it and ordered everyone connected to be
rounded up.  If they’d asked their own intelligence people, they would have
learned Ahmed was harmless and just trying to survive.  But when politics gets
involved reason goes out the window, and I think he was in real danger.  So I
hid Ahmed for a few days, then I hid him in the back of the vehicle on our
regularly scheduled trip into Jordan and got him out.  He’s convinced I saved
his life, and he may be right.


As for me, I
quickly soured on the mission we were tasked with at Tranche, despite a
financial package you simply would not believe.  I decided to come back home to
rejoin dad’s law practice.  I’m paid far less, but I made a small fortune at
Tranche, so I have enough money to last a lifetime.  Most importantly, I can go
home at the end of the day knowing I haven’t hurt anyone.  On some days, I even
think I’ve helped out.” 


“That’s really saying something,
for a lawyer,” quipped Jess.  


“There’s no shortage of scumbags in
law,” replied Lyle.  “But not many of the scumbags are running small town law
offices, doing real estate transactions, wills and speeding tickets.  Yet our
reputation is made by the ones in New York high-rises.”  


“I was only kidding, Lyle,” replied
a slightly chastened Jess.  “I respect and admire what you did, putting
morality first and money second.  Those guys at Morningstar, I don’t think you
have anything in common with them.  Contrast how they made the key decisions in
their lives.”


Lyle looked seriously at Jess. 
“They represent the extreme of the system I couldn’t take.  ‘Security’ is not a
defensive word to them, except insofar as how to keep their murderous plots
secure, as in secret.  What Tranche couldn’t achieve with promises and bribery,
Morningstar would come in and finish in their dirty way.”


Despite the unpleasant subject
matter, Jess couldn’t help her excited curiosity.  “You mean overthrowing
governments, like Kermit Roosevelt’s takedown of Mosaddegh in Iran?”


“That’s how things started, but it
was too messy,” replied Lyle.  “Mosaddegh was unfortunately a democratically
elected leader.  The Shah was too obvious as an American plant, with a brutal
human rights history.  The fact it’s still talked about shows how sloppy it
was.  It also led directly to the relationship we have with Iran today.  Even
before Khomeini overthrew the Shah, it was obvious things had to be done in a
cleaner way.  So now, when a company like Tranche fails, you sometimes see a
mysterious plane crash.  Other times mysterious organ failure.  ‘There must be
50 ways to lose the leader,’ to paraphrase Paul Simon.”


Jess ate her appetizer and sat
silently for some time, thinking.  She finally spoke up.  “So I get it.  They
work for the government and do stuff the government wants done but doesn’t want
known.  But how do they go to suddenly working against the government?”


“Money.  It simply means someone
else made them a better offer.  Knowing what kind of money gets thrown around
in Washington, it had to be one hell of an offer.”


“Perhaps from someone with a lot of
extra money and some outstanding issues with the US government,” observed Jess.


“China?” asked Lyle.  “That’s
possible I guess, but it’s not how I imagine China acting.”


They finished up and both being
exhausted, retreated to the motel for some sleep.  Lyle had booked them
separate rooms, and they exchanged awkward glances as they retired for the
night.  In the morning they would see what identities Ahmed had fixed for them.


…


“Josh and Rachel Feldstein? 
Where’d you get those names?” asked Lyle.  Ahmed handed them their new
passports and drivers’ licenses.


“Neither one of you speaks French,
but you live in Montreal.  We have a sizable Jewish community here who mostly
don’t speak French.  It was the only thing that would work.”


Lyle looked over the documents and
was clearly impressed.  “The only thing missing is a set of credit cards.”


Ahmed shook his head:  “These are
real people, and they haven’t harmed me.  No way will I destroy their credit
ratings.  Besides, when you fake passports and driver’s licenses some
bureaucrat will fill out a form.  But if you fake credit cards, the FBI will
scour the earth until they find you.  They prioritize crimes against money
pretty high.”


“Don’t sweat it,” replied Lyle.  “I
still have contacts in the banking sector who I think can help us.”


Jess was less convinced. “You mean
we just pretend to be these people?  What if they start asking us questions
about their background?  I don’t know anything about them.  I don’t know much
of anything about Montreal.”


Ahmed waved off the objection.  “I
guarantee nobody will bother you.  I like to pick Jews because they pay their
taxes, they have a clean criminal history, and they’re not on any terror watch
lists.  There’s no more a hassle free way to travel.  I wish I could do it, but
I look too Arabic.”


With their identities established,
Lyle made a few phone calls and obtained the number for his new credit card, to
which he had transferred a sizable debit balance.  He would pick up the
physical card a little later at a local branch.  He used the new card number
immediately to book a trip to Aruba for the following day.  Then in a separate
transaction, Lyle booked them from Aruba to Panama City, with a connection from
there to Contadora Island the following morning.


Jess and Lyle then spent the
afternoon shopping on Montreal’s St. Catherine Street, picking out a small,
functional, yet plausibly vacation oriented wardrobe.  “You’d think the whole
population of Montreal replaced their wardrobe every weekend,” joked Jess,
amazed at the volume of people all doing the same as themselves.


“You’re not far from the truth,”
replied Lyle.  “Just pay attention to how well dressed they are.  Fashion is
huge in Montreal among the French.  We can afford to be a little style
challenged, since that’s how they see the English speakers anyway.”


They made their way through a
number of lavishly stocked clothing stores, and Lyle picked up the tab for
everything.  “Lyle, you really shouldn’t be spending your money on my stuff,”
protested Jess.  “With dad’s estate coming to me, I have some money of my own.”


“You need your money for a new
start in life without parents to help you along.  Besides, I have a lot of what
I call ‘dirty money.’  It’s money I saved from my bonuses when I was with
Tranche.  The chance to spend it opposing an agenda involving Morningstar is
just too satisfying.”









Chapter 41:  Digging for Information


“So John, what should we do while
those lovebirds go diving and limbo dancing?” asked Frank with a smirk as they
sat in the Ferguson house.   Lyle and Jess had left the previous day, and they
were working out a plan of their own.


John scowled, not quite ready to
think of Jess as an adult.  “We’ve got plenty of work to do.  For starters, we
have to learn more about Morningstar.”


They started by searching the
internet for recent stories that mentioned Morningstar.  They waded through
many pages of search results, most of which pertaining to Morningstar’s conduct
in Afghanistan and the subsequent loss of their contracts and banishment from
that country.  John was growing frustrated trying to find anything new and not
recycled through the news grinder.


“I wonder what the impact was on
their finances when they lost the Afghanistan contract,” said Frank, providing
John with a welcome interruption.  “Too bad they’re not publicly traded, or
that info would be available at a glance.”


“Brilliant!” replied John.  “If
they borrowed any money, there’ll be a paper trail a mile long through the
investment banks.  We need to speak with an investment banker.  Do you know
anyone?”


“Sure, Troy Gilmour is a friend.”


John nodded his assent and Frank
made the call.  In less than a minute he was connected.  “Hey Troy, Frank
Goworski.”  After a few pleasantries, he cut to the chase.  “I have urgent need
of your help.  It has to do with Robbie’s death and probably Evan Bozak’s disappearance,
and it’s dangerous to both of us if you get involved.”


John listened intently to Frank,
anticipating what Troy might be saying.


“Me?  I’m already in up to my
eyeballs as usual.”


“Great, we definitely don’t want to
attract too much attention.”


“I need financial information on
Morningstar Security Services.  Any material changes in their creditworthiness
since losing those Afghanistan contracts.  Any significant borrowing they’ve
done.  And if you have information on any new investors then that also.”


“Yeah, I’m pretty sure it was
them.”


“Okay, thanks for everything. 
Bye.”


Frank disconnected and said, “He’ll
get back to us in a few minutes.”


“Fine,” replied John, “Let’s see
what else we can dig up.”


John altered his internet search
criteria to exclude any references to Afghanistan and ran the search again.  He
quickly found a recent interview with Derek Ellis, touting a restructuring
program for Morningstar, including the formation of a subsidiary called
“Nightwatch.”


“They were on the memo Robbie discovered,”
said Frank.  “And now that I’ve thought about it, I’m sure I’ve heard that name
before at Tilbury.”


With another brief phone call,
Frank learned that Nightwatch had been retained by Tilbury to run security at
their port facilities across the country.  “When were they retained?” asked
Frank.  He nodded, then listened a while longer with a look of surprise on his
face.  “I’m going to lay low for a while.  You never heard from me, okay?”


“Well, the FBI has come around
Tilbury asking about me and if they know where I am.”


“That’s what I was afraid of. 
These guys have long puppet strings and they’re starting to pull on them.  What
else did you learn?”


“Tilbury hired Nightwatch just
after Torres booted Ellis and Morningstar from Afghanistan.  Nightwatch
controls the operations at our ports.  It’s more extensive than just security. 
They’re creating some friction with the unions by messing with operations. 
Word is they don’t know the business considerations at all.  But despite all
the complaints about the setup, the new owners seem to like it this way.  And
it’s an expensive contract to boot.  Whatever else turns up, I don’t doubt that
this contract alone will keep Morningstar afloat financially.”


The phone rang and Frank answered
it:  “Hi Troy, so what did you learn?”


“Really, when?”


“Yeah, we have that range of dates
already, they formed the Nightwatch subsidiary right around then.”


“That’s interesting.  Anything
else?”


“Okay, thanks, you too.”


“What’s up?” asked John.


“For a short time, Morningstar was
scrambling for money and getting turned down at every turn, until right around
when they formed Nightwatch.  They haven’t talked to a single bank since then.”


“So that confirms it.  They formed
Nightwatch for a preset purpose that included getting a ton of money from
Tilbury.  Frank, where is Tilbury’s nearest big port?”


“Newark’s one of our biggest
anywhere,” said Frank.


John pulled up a satellite view of
Tilbury’s Newark operation, just off the New Jersey turnpike.  They guessed
there were about 2,000 containers in the area just beside the channel where the
ships unloaded.  “I’d like to see how much security this place has, or needs. 
Frank, we’re going to Newark.”


“That sounds like a great
idea John,” said Frank.  “Why don’t we call in advance so they know to expect
us?  Maybe they’ll give us a guided tour of the port facility.”


John disregarded the sarcasm. “That
would be good, but the port of Newark is not on most tour stops,” he replied. 
“And it’s a safe bet they’re not expecting us to drop by in person.  It’s
probably the last place they’d think to look for us.  The guys working there
won’t have any idea who we are.  I’ll bet Morningstar controls information so
tightly that the employees have no idea of what they’re into.”









Chapter 42:  Contadora


After a light breakfast in the
shadow of Montreal, the “Feldsteins” boarded their flight to Aruba without a
hitch and by evening made it to Panama City.  Lyle reminded himself to again
thank Ahmed for the passports.  It could not be easy keeping up with new technologies
and coded linkages to databases.  After another night in a hotel near the
airport in Panama City, they boarded the short flight to Contadora again
without so much as a second look from security.  The airport on Contadora was
so small that Lyle was suddenly a little unsure of himself.  It would be
impossible to leave anonymously if anything went awry.


They arrived at the Hotel Contadora
and changed into swimsuits to enjoy a brief respite from the drama.  Lyle
gave Jess an approving nod for the new bikini she’d picked up before they
left.  She blushed when he made a show of whistling at her, at the same time
appreciating that he was appreciating her.


The hotel was small by resort
standards, but was one of the biggest on the island, which was built up mostly
with small Inns.  The atmosphere was decidedly casual and there was a small bar
area near the beach, with shaded tables and a nice view of the water.


Climbing out of the water, Lyle put
on a Hawaiian shirt and announced that he was going to arrange a boat.  “What
can I do in the meantime?” asked Jess.


“Talk to the locals.  See what you
can learn about San Marcos, and what’s going on there,” answered Lyle.  “Seeing
you in that bikini, I can’t imagine you having any problem getting their
attention.”


Jess walked down to the bar, sat
down and ordered a Margarita.  “You alone honey?” asked the bartender.


“Might as well be,” answered Jess,
adopting the role of a bored, abandoned young woman.  “He’s off arranging some
scuba trip out to San Marcos or something like that.  Like I care about scuba.”


“San Marcos?” asked the bartender,
astonished.  “He’s not going to have much luck there.  That place is bad news. 
There are soldiers on patrol and aircraft will buzz anyone who gets too close. 
I don’t know that anyone will agree to take you anywhere near that island.”


“Well then, maybe I won’t be alone
after all,” replied Jess, glad for the information.


As she was speaking, another resort
employee joined in.  “I’m José.  If there’s anything you need, you come and see
me.  I can take care of whatever you want.”


He had a beaming smile and his eyes
scanned the whole length of her.  Jess quickly understood his interest, but
decided to play along for what it was worth.  “Well thanks, José.  I’m Rachel. 
My stupid husband is off trying to scuba dive at San Marcos where I hear they
waterboard you for passing within a hundred miles, so I’m stuck here.  I am
interested in the history of the place, though.”


“It was nothing just a year ago,”
said José.  “Then the North Koreans bought it and turned it into an armed
camp.  Me and my buddy we went there a few months back and –.”


“José!” snapped the bartender,
putting his finger to his lips.


“Well, I won’t go back and I don’t
think you’ll go either.  Nobody will take you there.  They’re all too scared.”


Jess wasn’t going to be scared off,
and decided to see what gentle mockery might achieve.  “I guess they’re all
afraid of the fire-breathing dragon.  Or maybe Doctor No lives there.  Maybe I
should go there to collect conch shells.”


José seemed embarrassed.  “Well,
there’s one guy who would probably take you there, but I don’t recommend doing
it.”


“Great!” exclaimed Jess.  “Call him
up for me, José.  You said you’d take care of anything.”


She slipped him a $20 bill.  After
a skeptical glance at her, he picked up his phone and made a call.  “He can
come by at 4:00.  In the meantime how about a nice massage?  I’m known for
giving great massages.”  He was again eyeing her up and down, so Jess laughed
and thanked him, gave him a pat on the shoulder, and returned to the room for a
nap.


Lyle returned about an hour later,
just as she was waking up on her own.  “Sorry. Did I wake you?”


“No,” replied Jess with a yawn.


“I struck out.  As soon as you say
San Marcos, it’s like you asked them to march through Mecca waving an Israeli
flag.”


Jess rubbed her eyes and spoke
while yawning.  “Our ride will be here at 4:00.  We’ll get to see Dr. No yet.”


“How’d you manage that?” asked
Lyle.


“I did what you told me and used my
charms.”


“I was afraid of that,” said Lyle,
rolling his eyes.









Chapter 43:  Fred’s


John and Frank set off southward
from the Ferguson estate, driving John’s Audi past New York City and onto the
New Jersey turnpike.  They took a convoluted trip to Corbin Street, where
Tilbury’s port facilities were located.  “Frank, did the other container yards
seem reasonably full to you?” asked John.


“Yes.  Now that you mention it,
they were.  And Tilbury’s are half empty. Take a look back over there away from
the loading area.  It looks like hundreds of black pickup trucks.”


They parked the car, and walked to
the edge of the fence surrounding the containers.  The port was tightly
access-controlled, effectively separated from the outside world.  “Customs has
to screen these before the American people can have their billion pieces of
plastic junk,” remarked Frank.  He removed a camera from his pocket and took a
tightly zoomed picture of the cranes unloading containers before quickly
putting it away.


“Correct me if I’m wrong, John, but
aren’t those pickups over there Chevys?”


“Yeah, I think they are.  They’re
made here in the United States so they’re not being imported.  Do you think
they’re exporting them to China?”


“I can rule that out completely,”
said Frank.  “This is a container terminal.  Cars are shipped in specially
designed ships that they just drive on for loading, and drive off for
unloading.  It’s not done in containers.”


It took little time before a black
Chevy Cobalt parked behind their car, and a large man in a green uniform
stepped out.  He walked over, forced a smile, and asked, “Are you gentlemen
looking for something?”


Frank looked at him and noticed the
Nightwatch logo embroidered on the man’s shirt.  “I’m an economist,” he said. 
“I wanted to see for myself the impact of extended low interest rates on
container traffic at a typical US port.  I find the Baltic Dry Index too global
in its focus, don’t you agree?”


“I wouldn’t know about that,” said
the security guard.  “If you don’t have permission to be here I’ll ask you to
be on your way.  I don’t want to ask twice.”


Scanning the area, John noted no
fewer than a dozen men in similar attire taking notice of them from within the
complex.  Many of them had started to walk slowly in their direction.  They
pulled away slowly, with the guard following closely behind.  The guard
followed them as far as the turnpike.


“That was just a local told to
watch the perimeter,” said John.  I think we’d have had worse hassles if he’d
called the Federal port cops.  Then we’d have to answer all sorts of questions
about what we were doing there.”


Frank wasn’t satisfied.  “How do
you know that about him?”


“He didn’t move like a soldier.  It
was obvious he had no training in combat.  Not even very much in the way of
sports, for that matter.”


They sat quietly for a while and
became completely enmeshed in stop-and-go traffic.  “You hungry?” asked Frank. 
John remembered they hadn’t had lunch and took the cue, pulled off the turnpike
at the next exit and stopped at a diner near the exit.


“You took some pictures, didn’t you?”


“Just one,” replied Frank, pulling
out his camera.  He zoomed the display to the activities of the crane unloading
the shipping containers.  There must have been 50 men in green uniforms, some
lightly armed, and all of them paying very close attention to the unloading
process.  “The place is crawling with Nightwatch uniforms.  What do you suppose
they’re up to?”


“Whatever the endgame requires. 
That’s what we’re trying to learn.  Did you notice the union guys doing the
actual work?  I’ll bet they aren’t too thrilled with all the extra attention. 
They may talk to us.”


It was now approaching 2 pm, so
they decided to try to meet some workers at the end of their shift.  They
returned to Corbin Street and found a neighborhood pub called Fred’s.


They entered Fred’s around 4:30,
just as a few patrons started to file in.  John and Frank took a seat at the
bar and ordered beers.  Trying to stay inconspicuous, they were intently paying
attention to the people and the conversations at each of the tables.  After listening
quietly for about a half hour, they noticed one group make reference to “those
friggin’ greenshirts.”  The rest of the group reacted with uniform disgust.


“Should we go and buy them a
round?” asked Frank. “Or would that be too weird?”


“Ideally, we could just chat up one
of them.  Group chemistry can be tricky,” said John.


“They might just split anytime,
John.  I don’t think we have a choice.”


“Okay then.  Do you want to be
lawyers or investigative journalists?”


“Lawyers, without a doubt,” replied
Frank.


“Why so sure of yourself?”


“Investigative journalists have
fallen much lower than lawyers in my book,” answered Frank.  “They haven’t
really investigated anything since Watergate, and I think that one was
cherry-picked because Nixon had lost favor with the elites anyway.”


“There are reporters who
investigate, but they don’t work for the major networks and newspapers, so
their voices aren’t heard.  But your point is valid.  These guys aren’t likely
to know that.”


“We’ll have to be damn good,” said
Frank.  “These guys don’t have advanced degrees, but I’d wager my house on
their bullshit sensors.”


“They probably expect lawyers to be
sleazy, so we can play to that stereotype.  This could be fun.”


…


Frank and John stood up from their
bar stool, and walked over to the table they’d been monitoring.  “Gentlemen, is
it alright if we buy you a round and ask a few questions while we drink?” asked
John, doing his best to produce a contemptible smirk.  They were met
instantaneously with suspicious looks.


“Strictly off the record,” added
John.


“You haven’t told us who you are,”
said one of the men.


“Oh, sorry,” said John.  “We’re
with a law firm in Baltimore, where we represent a labor group that has certain
issues with the greenshirts.  We’re looking for some context.  Patterns in
their behavior.  We heard some of your comments, and thought maybe you’d be
willing to talk.  I’m not interested in anyone’s name, and it’s only for as
long as it takes to have a round of beers together.”


Their expressions softened
noticeably at the prospect of getting some digs in at the greenshirts.  Frank
and John noticed the body language and took that as their cue to sit down.


The comments from the men started
coming so quickly they didn’t even need to ask questions.  “I’ve been unloadin’
ships for 15 years,” one man started.  “And now the new security guys tell us
how to do our jobs.  There’s more security than workers.  They tell us the
order to unload containers, where we can put ‘em, and which end first. 
Sometimes they make me unload ‘em backwards to the way the trucks come in, so
that slows everythin’ down.  They don’t give a shit about efficiency.  They
have some kinda’ ballet choreography they’re makin’ us follow.  They’re sure
not helpin’ Tilbury.  And the foreman’s just told to shut up and follow
instructions.  No one knows what the hell these guys’re up to.”


“They turned the place
upside-down,” said another man.  “They’re so screwed up, the place is half
empty.  Then everythin’ shows up at once and we start our ballet dance, as Joe
called it.  It’s like the opposite of efficiency.  Tilbury used to work on
efficiency, even brought guys in to organize us and find efficiency.  Now it’s
the opposite.”


A third man could hardly wait to
speak. “It used to be Tilbury managers running the show.  Then they were all
fired and a new guy came in with the greenshirts.  Now they run the place.  But
I can tell you this.  They don’t know squat about running a port.”


John posed a question to the
group.  “So would it be fair to say they have inordinate influence on
operations beyond any fair scope of ‘security,’ to the detriment of efficiency,
employee morale and profitability?”


“They don’t influence shit,”
said one previously silent worker.  “They run the show.  Other than that, it’s
as you say.”


“Well, at least they built us a
social complex,” said another man, laughing mockingly.  “Get this.  They put in
dozens of showers and bathrooms.  Do they think we like it here so much we
wanna’ move in?”


“So you think you gonna’ sue them? 
I don’t think that’s a great idea,” said the final man.


“Why not?” asked Frank.  “What’s
nice about being scumbag lawyers is we can sue someone for farting in the
office if we want to.”


“You’d make a killing off Larry’s
office!” added one of the men, to raucous laughter.


“Seriously,” said the final man, a
quiet man about 40 with thinning red hair and slender build.  “These guys are
tight with Morningstar Security and they’ll kill you before you can spend your
money.”


“We’ll let the senior partners
worry about that,” said John.  “If there are going to be any threats, they’ll
go to the decision makers.  What do you think they’re up to here with all this
meddling?”


The first man to have spoken wasted
no time responding:  “We’re rehearsin’ some sorta’ fast unload of a few hundred
containers.  It’s the same thing over an’ over.  If it were drugs, they’d care
‘bout efficiency.  But the order of everythin’s so important to them, it’s
gotta’ be somethin’ different.  I couldn’t tell ya’ what it is.”


“Well, maybe we could make some
phone calls and get some Feds to show up when they’re doing one of their
unloads,” said Frank, more provocatively than seriously.  


“Not a good idea unless you plan to
bring an army,” replied the red haired man.  “And even then, they’ve got enough
firepower in the warehouse to put up a good fight.  No SWAT team could stand up
to ‘em, that’s for sure.”


John made a show of taking that
comment very seriously.  “When we conclude the investigation in Baltimore,
maybe we’ll go to the Congress with this.”


“Unless they take over the
government first,” shot back the red haired man, to some good natured mockery
from the other workers.  John laughed with them, but inside the blood turned
ice-cold in his veins, as he realized the implications of the man’s comment. 
John thanked all the men, and again assured them that he knew no names, and
would soon forget faces also.


They left the bar but hadn’t
noticed the surveillance equipment at Fred’s, and the bartender who discreetly
tipped off his benefactors over the inquiries they had been making.  John and
Frank decided they were hungry and it was time to get some dinner.  The
sidewalks were right up against the street, and they had no reason to be
suspicious when a white utility van stopped beside them.  The side door of the
van slid open and two hooded men simultaneously pushed them from behind into
the idling van.  One of the men grunted, “got you, you bastards.”  They felt
the prick of the hypodermic needles in their arms, and as they collapsed
unconscious in the van, John thought he scratched the inner arm of one of the
men, whose voice sounded familiar.









Chapter 44:  San Marcos


Luis was the boat operator José had
arranged for Lyle and Jess, and he came to the beach bar at the Hotel Contadora
at 4:00, as agreed.  “Josh Feldstein, and my wife Rachel,” said Lyle, with
palpable awkwardness.


Whether Luis noticed or not, he did
not let on, but he motioned for them to take a short walk on the beach while
they spoke.  He started the discussion.  “Why San Marcos?”


“I heard the reefs were pristine
there,” replied Lyle.


“You want to snoop around on the
operations there, that’s obvious.  The reefs are pristine lots of places. 
There’s nothing special about the ones at San Marcos.”


“I want to get a read on the
effects of all that activity on the health of the reef,” said Jess, fresh from
her environmental science degree.  “It’s best to monitor it from the beginning,
before the serious damage has been done.  Josh is just doing this for my
benefit.”


Luis looked unsure for a moment and
said, “I can’t
just take you to the harbor at San Marcos.  It’s too
dangerous.  Also, there’s no reef in there.  To see reefs, you’re better
off looking at the south side of the
island and making your way as close to the harbor mouth as you dare.  I can
take you close, but you’ll have to dive the reefs yourselves.  I can pick you
up after three hours.  If you’re there, you come back with me.  If not, you’re out of luck.  And
it’s $1,500, all upfront.  If you get caught, I don’t want to be out the money.”


“Deal,” replied
Lyle.  They agreed to meet at eight the following morning and Luis left.


“Do you
trust him?” asked Jess.


“There’s no
reason not to.  We’re just a couple of stupid tourists in his mind, a chance to
make a buck.  I don’t think he’d abandon us there or anything like that.  He
has a reputation to maintain.  I think he’s just trying to cover his own tracks
with his comments.  And I think he may have bought your line about
environmental monitoring.  That probably means there’s really something to it.


…


After a light
breakfast the following day, they met Luis at the marina where his boat was
moored.  It was an old 30 foot deep hull boat that was fine for ferrying
passengers for fishing or diving, but it did not look
like something they would want in rough waters for extended trips.  “She’s
faster than she looks,” smiled Luis.  “I’ve made quite
a few modifications myself.”


Jess was
skeptical that this heap would be anything like “fast” but she had other things
on her mind right now.  “Luis, have you noticed environmental problems with the
San Marcos operations?”


Luis
thought for a moment, as though deciding whether to speak or not, then said, “I thought you already knew.  With all the people they
have there, sewage gets in the water and kills the reefs.  It’s worst at the
mouth of the harbor, but as I said, I can’t take you there.  I’ll take
you to the south side of the
island and a rock outcrop that was once part of the reef.  I can’t get any
closer on that side of the island or I would hit the reef.”


“Can you
tell us about the people there?” asked Lyle.


“There sure
are lots of them, getting off big ships that look like cruise ships painted
over in gray.  Around here they say they’re North Korean.  And there’s no music
or dancing.  They’re all young men, like soldiers, but they don’t wear
uniforms.  Are you here to call the Americans on them?  Are you the CIA or
something?”


“No, far
from it,” said Lyle.  “And it’s
more complicated than just calling the Americans, but we do need to learn who
they are.  And if it turns out that they’re Chinese
instead of Korean, then it will become even more complicated.”


“But we
need to have the story ready if we get a chance to make our case,” added Jess.  “And I don’t want
to see the reefs killed off.”


Before they
left for their trip to San Marcos, Lyle decided to call John to update him on the large numbers of possible North Koreans on the island.  He dialed John’s phone and listened to the “hello.”  It wasn’t John’s voice that answered.  He paused for a
moment, then disconnected.  “John and Frank may be in trouble, Jess.”


“Then it’s
all up to us,” said Jess, trying to sound brave in the face of this troubling development.


…


Panama Bay
is a shallow tropical body of water known for excellent fishing and unspoiled
reefs.  The short trip to San Marcos was a delightful cruise in a pristine
environment amid colorful waters and abundant sea life.  Before they knew it,
Luis had stopped at a rock
outcrop about 300 feet from shore.  There was just
enough exposed rock where they would be able to wait for Luis’ return.  Luis reminded them to be back in three hours.  Both divers nodded in agreement
and then tipped backwards
overboard.


Once Luis had
left, Lyle motioned to the shoreline.  They quickly covered the distance to
the beach, and within minutes, they had stashed their scuba gear in a cluster of coral boulders out of sight of any passersby. 
The island was small.  The
beach where they landed was on the south side, faced by a hill that extended as a ridge to the northeast.  They would need to cross it to get to the port, which lay to
the north.  At least they
were not likely to be seen making their approach, thought Jess.


They began
the hike up the hill in the sun and humidity, an
uncomfortable undertaking.  They reached the top after about 20 minutes, and the vegetation had some breaks just below the ridge
line where they could look down on the port.  The harbor
was directly in front of them at the base of the hill, and several ships were in port, including one that
appeared as Luis described, a converted cruise ship
that had been painted battleship-gray.


Across the
harbor to the west and to their
left sat a cargo ship in the process of being loaded with shipping containers
that looked like they had some extra attachments, as suggested by the memo
Robbie had sent to Jess.  Farther back on the west shore was a large warehouse
surrounded by shipping containers.  Trucks were taking containers into and out
of the warehouse through various doors.  “Whatever
modifications they’re making to the containers, it’s happening right in that
warehouse,” said Lyle.


On the east
shore to their right, there were many small buildings that seemed to resemble
army barracks.  They couldn’t
see all of the facility because the ridge they were standing on projected to
the east of the harbor before descending towards the low land near the shore. 
It appeared the facility extended around the ridge to the east side, along the
shore.  Of what they could see, it was enormous.


“I wonder
why they need two water towers,” asked Jess.  There was one on either side of the harbor,
each large enough to support a small town.


The
questions raced through Lyle’s head.  Soldiers and barracks on one side,
shipping containers and a large warehouse on the other, each with its own water
tower.  But there were no missiles that they could see.  “Jess, we don’t have
that much time.  I need you to follow the ridge to the right, far enough that
you can see how many of those buildings there are in total.  A hard count is
what we need.  If these are soldiers, we need an estimate of how many can be
housed here.  Armies seldom construct vast excesses of housing capacity.  While
you’re doing that, I’m going down to that warehouse to have a look inside.  The
purpose for this facility is to modify shipping containers for some purpose,
and I need clues for what that might be.”


“I get it,” she replied.  “We meet back at the outcrop, okay.  No
hanging out on the beach to let them find us,” she added.


“Absolutely,”
agreed Lyle.  “And don’t wait for me if I’m not there.  There’s no point in
both of us being caught because one was.”


Jess didn’t answer, but hugged Lyle and
said, “Just
you worry about getting back, alright?”


Lyle
returned her hug and said, “You
be careful too.  Knowing you’re safe will help keep me focused.”









Chapter 45:  Into the Desert


Cam Burrows’ cell door only opened
when they brought him his food and when they took him to the shower to attend
to his hygiene.  There was an armed guard present on both occasions, as well as
the “room service guy,” as Burrows called him.  The food delivery was too quick
to allow any attempt at an escape.  It would have to happen in the shower.  The
shower was part of the bath complex and was in no way hardened for prison or
brig use.  He had worked out the routine.  He would throw his white pajama-like
clothes in the hamper in the changing area, and would then be given some
privacy to conduct his business.  He would receive fresh clothes upon
completion.  There was a window in the bath complex, and it opened.  It was high
up on the wall and Burrows thought it might be possible to climb through it. 
He accentuated his limp well beyond how much discomfort it still caused him,
hoping they would underestimate his recovery.


Burrows helped himself to two sets
of clothes that evening, wearing both pairs back to his cell.  When they
brought his evening meal, he took it and then knocked on the door again to
complain that they had not given him a knife.  As he had hoped, the room
service guy was not paying close attention and simply gave him a second dinner
knife.  He returned one set of cutlery with his dishes that night, arousing no
suspicions.


The following evening, Burrows
walked to the shower wearing both sets of clothing, ducked behind the
partition, and tossed one set of clothes into the hamper that was in full view
of the attendants.  He turned on the shower to drown out any noise, and moved a
wood bench to the window.  Standing on the bench, he tried opening the window
but quickly determined that it didn’t swing out wide enough.  With the blunt
end of his dinner knife, he broke the window and knocked out as much loose
glass as he could.  He took a towel and laid it on the bottom of the frame,
then jumped up and pulled himself through the hole.  It was a tight fit, and he
scraped his stomach on small bits of glass that still protruded through the
towel.  But these injuries were minor.  More concerning was that his leg was
still not completely healed, and while he could walk well, he did not think he
could run far if he was pursued.


Once outside, Burrows surveyed the
landscape in the fading light.  At the northeast end of the complex where the
runways ended was a crude road that ran out between the runways to a locked
gate.  There were not many ground exits, as everything was supplied by air.  No
importance seemed attached to the gate, and there were no guards stationed
there.  Burrows walked to the gate and found a gap in the razor wire where the
doors of the gate met.  It might just be big enough to squeeze through. 
He wished he had kept the towel he used earlier.  He was also aware he probably
had only about another minute before they came into the shower looking for
him.  He climbed the chain link fence and reached the top in short order.  Now
what, Cam? he rebuked himself.  He could not swing his leg over the fence. 
There simply wasn’t enough room between the banks of razor wire.  He was no
gymnast, but he remembered a move he’d seen done on the high bar.  Behind him
he heard commotion coming from the common building, so it was now or never.  He
threw his head forward, spinning his body over top the bars, his feet following
behind and spinning upwards into the gap in the razor wire.  His feet followed
over his head and he let go of the gates to fall to the ground outside the complex. 
His leg had grazed the razor wire, which cut through his pants.  He felt
nothing, so he assumed he wasn’t injured.


Burrows made his way into the dark
desert, walking barefoot and trying to avoid stepping on any of the jagged
rocks that were scattered throughout the desert.  He took a direction he
believed to be east, or at least close to it.  If he was not mistaken, the
Texas border was about 20 miles in that direction.  He walked for most of the
night, until near morning he found a gully with some tall bushes where he could
hide.  He crawled in among the bushes and tried to get some sleep.  As the sun
came up, he realized east was not where he thought it was, and he’d gone
further south than he had planned.  He’d correct that after nightfall, but he had
to hide during the day.









Chapter 46:  The Limits of Power


“Havenstein admitted the whole
thing,” said Torres to Carson Stahl as they rode in their golf cart, with
Secret Service now close behind them.  “When I pushed him hard enough, he
admitted all the money printing, and by extension all the bailouts, are to
preserve the privileges of the powerful.  If we were to let things collapse,
there would be new owners who owed nothing to the old order and might just
decide to prosecute us.”


“The old order likes to take care
of itself first,” said Stahl.  “To the extent they admit new members, it’s
after they’ve beaten the system, and made it impossible to ignore them.  And as
you can guess, there aren’t too many who fit that bill.  But it’s pretty
remarkable that you got such a frank admission from him.  You’re starting to
show the first signs of quality leadership.”


“I just don’t see it, Carson.  I’m
still trapped doing someone else’s bidding.  How can I exert any leadership?”


“You have options Jackson.  That’s what
I’ve been trying to get across.  For instance, you’ve managed to get Havenstein
to declare the game openly.  Now you have something to leverage.  You’re within
your rights to draw lines, and not let the owners push you beyond them.  You
should be the mediator between the owners and the masses, not simply the
servant of the owners.  But it requires pushing back when they want too much.”


“You have to understand the masses
to be their mediator.  I don’t think I ever did.  When I think of standing up
to the owners, all that comes to mind is JFK.”


“JFK became their enemy,” said
Stahl.  “He stopped talking to them and just did his own thing.  Had he
negotiated with them instead, he might have been okay.  There’s a big
difference between standing up to them and being their enemy.  Whether it’s Havenstein
or your Cobra, the trick to dealing with them is to get their game out in the
open, then stand firm with them, making it clear which parts of that game are
simply asking for too much.”


“Stand up to the Cobra?  That would
be something.”


“If she comes away understanding
that her people will lose worse if they lose the support of the masses, you
would succeed in pushing the influence back the other way.  But you have to
have a strong case and be able to mount a powerful argument.  They don’t put
pipsqueaks into those roles.”


“Can I decline to start new wars? 
The Cobra’s trying to launch a covert war against a budding Chinese missile
defense system.”


“You don’t have that much
power,” said Stahl.  “But you can constrain how the war is fought.  In a
regular war, don’t let them bomb civilians because there might be militants
hiding among them.  If they disobey, insist on courts-martial.  Use blockades
instead of bombs.  Let medicine and food get through.  I don’t know how you
fight a covert war against a defensive system, but you’ll have to get creative
when the details come down.”


Torres nodded in agreement as the
cart stopped for his next shot.









Chapter 47:  Jess’ Mission


Jess followed the contour of the
ridge to an apex point, where the ridge started to decline towards the tidal
flat below.  From this location, she had an unobstructed view of the structures
around the harbor.  She knew that she had the far easier role, but was mindful
about staying out of the sight lines of the developed area around the harbor. 
The structures made maximum use of the flat land at the water’s edge, and that
this was truly a massive barracks complex.  The east slope of the ridge was
steeper with less vegetation, so the risk of being seen was elevated.  She
crossed to the west side of the ridge and took in the details.  In the harbor,
the gray converted cruise ship started disembarking passengers.  Those
aren’t your typical tourists, she said under her breath.


They were all young men, North Korean
or Chinese she thought, carrying rucksacks, wearing light T-shirts, loose
fitting cotton shorts, and sneakers.  They made their way from the cruise ship
to the barracks area where others met them, directing each to a particular
barrack.  Jess took photographs of the ship, the disembarking men, the barracks
and the harbor.  She tried to estimate the number of barracks by arranging them
in a series of grids, like she would if she were sampling vegetation.  She
disregarded dissimilar looking buildings scattered among the complex that
appeared to be mess halls or toilet facilities.  She estimated 1,000 buildings,
with a small margin of error.  There was a section she could not clearly see
without hiking down the ridge, a needless risk in her mind.  She tried to
imagine the organization inside each barrack, and felt comfortable that each
could house 100 men, with some crowding.


If her calculations and assumptions
were correct, and she was confident that she was in the right ballpark, there
could be 100,000 troops in this complex.  But why here?  If America
was the target, it was too far away, and transporting that many troops would be
obvious.


Jess hoped that what Lyle found
might shed more light on her questions.  She decided she could do no more, so
she backtracked to where they had first split up and back down the hill to
their landing spot.  While in the dense foliage on the slope of the hill, she
froze when she heard the sound of a gunshot.  It was nowhere nearby, so she did
not think she’d been spotted.  There was a second gunshot.  Both came from over
the hill, so it had to be – Lyle!


Had he been caught?  Executed?  She
felt her stomach tighten, and she became jittery as she struggled with the
thought that Lyle was in danger.  Or worse.  She couldn’t bear to lose him. 
Her presence of mind returned in short order and she knew she had to get away. 
This would all be for nothing if Lyle was caught or shot and she was not able
to get her evidence into the right hands.  She hurried to the landing spot, got
her gear back on, swam to the outcrop, and waited.  Any time now would be
really good, Luis, she said to herself.


Luis’ boat came into view around
the shoreline of a distant island, and soon arrived at the outcrop.


“Where’s Mr. Josh?” asked Luis. 
She suddenly had to make a decision.  To stay and risk being captured, or
possibly leave Lyle stranded on a hostile island, where he would surely be
captured in time.  She imagined that Lyle could be 10 minutes or so behind her
if the shots were fired as he was making his retreat.


“Let’s give him five minutes,
Luis.”


“I was afraid of this.  You were on
the island,” said Luis.  “We can’t stay here if they know you were there.  They
might kill us.”


At that moment, they noticed a
small unit of armed men advancing down the beach from around the end of the
ridge.  They were taking the much longer perimeter route, which gave Lyle an
advantage, if he was still alive.


“Come on, Lyle,” said Jess mostly
to herself, her agitation obvious.









Chapter 48:  Ellis’ Place


Morningstar Security had no true
headquarters building, but Derek Ellis maintained what could be considered the
equivalent in his home in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains near Front
Royal, Virginia.  He had plenty of land and kept horses as a hobby.  The house
was otherwise impractically large for a single man with no family, and it was
lavishly appointed.  He could both entertain large groups of people and run
Morningstar Security from his office and adjacent large conference room with
grand views of the Blue Ridge.  He was close enough to Washington that he could
brave the traffic and drive there when the weather was not conducive to travel
by helicopter, his preferred means of travel.


There were two guests in the
conference room, and a third on a large video conference screen.  “General Kim,
please update me on the status of your forces.  If you’re not ready in time,
I’ll have to order Tilbury to delay their operation.  Without telling you the
reasons for it, simply understand that there is absolutely no flexibility in
their time line once we launch our operation.”


General Kim answered from the
conference screen.  “We are almost ready, Mr. Ellis.  The landing strips are at
maximum capacity, accepting incoming cargo flights around the clock.  There
have not been any delays, and I am assured that everything is ready to be
shipped that is not already here.  I check on this daily, and there are no
issues to report at present.  Even bad weather is not stopping the flights.  I
understand your logistical concerns, but we will be ready.”


Ian Rennson’s telephone rang. 
Ellis had a flexible no cell phone policy at his meetings.  Only phones
with numbers known to few people and used sparingly for important
communications were permitted in meetings.  Rennson answered, and after
speaking for a few moments said, “I’ll call you back.”


“Derek, I think you’ll want to know
this.  Can we finish up with the General later?”


Ellis shook his head.  “I think
we’re all set for today.  General, I’m going to disconnect, but if anything
comes up that would cause you not to be ready, you have three days to stop me. 
After that, if you have to stop it will scuttle the whole operation, and I’ll
kill you myself.  Do you understand?”


“That won’t be necessary Mr.
Ellis,” said Kim, who knew that Ellis was not speaking only for effect.


“What’s up, Ian?”


“They’ve captured the two of them. 
Alive.  They’re holding them up in New Jersey.  The question is do you want
them executed or turned over to the Feds.”


“Don’t do anything with them yet.
I’d like to have a word with them myself.”


Ellis pushed the intercom button on
his phone.  “Gas up the helicopter.  I’m going to New Jersey.”









Chapter 49:  Lyle Investigates


Lyle descended the hill after
splitting off from Jess, and made his way towards the port.  He paused several
times to look for guards.  He saw the occasional armed man but there were no
lookout towers or specific sentry locations.  This was a complication, since he
couldn’t predict when he would encounter the next armed man.  Overall, the
facility was only lightly guarded.  No doubt they paid off the right people
in Panama and don’t expect any troubles, he thought to himself.


Lyle reached the edge of the
clearing in a few minutes.  Across the clearing was the warehouse and behind it
a field of shipping containers that stretched beyond the edges of the harbor. 
Lyle looked around and seeing nobody, ran to the back of the warehouse.  He
noticed that the workers had cut large holes in the aluminum walls of the
warehouse, and since he could see no vents elsewhere, assumed the holes were
for ventilation.  He walked over to one of them and looked inside.  The place
was full of shipping containers, no surprise there.  But he could see they were
refrigerated containers, normally used for shipping perishables.  Each
container had a panel on the outside monitoring the climate inside.  You
don’t need to refrigerate missiles, he thought to himself.


Lyle slipped through one of the
ventilation holes into the warehouse, careful to stay at the back behind a
stack of boxes.  He maneuvered himself into position to have a look into one of
the shipping containers.  He stayed low, crawled to the container and peeked
in.


Bunks! He said it with
considerable surprise.  The container was loaded with bunks, four across and
five high, maybe five deep.  The front of the container had a small open area
from which two narrow aisles led through the bunks.  This container was
designed to hold 48 men in conditions he guessed would be hellish.  Those
refrigeration systems would be essential.  As he walked back to the opening in
the warehouse, he saw hundreds of toilets along one wall, and next to them what
looked like cisterns, each the size of 3 or 4 bathtubs.  He slipped back out of
the warehouse and walked further along the wall, where he thought there was
some other activity going on.  He looked in through another hole and saw
containers being loaded with light armaments.  There were automatic rifles,
rocket propelled grenades, an assortment of handheld rockets and small
missiles.  He thought he recognized a Chinese Type 56 assault rifle.  He spent
a few more minutes making a mental catalog of the weapons he could identify. 
He saw rocket propelled grenades, tear gas canisters, and a lot of ammunition,
but no heavy weaponry.  The armaments were designed to outfit light infantry. 
He froze in his tracks, exclaiming almost out loud, Trojan Horse!


Lyle turned and ran out of the hole
in the warehouse, accidentally brushing against the aluminum, which made a
ringing sound.  He broke into a run, fairly confident the loud warehouse
interior would not betray him.  But anybody outside –.”


“Hey, stop!” yelled a voice in
American English.  Stopping was exactly the lowest priority thing on his mind
at the moment.  He was halfway across the clearing when he heard a gunshot, but
continued running.  He hadn’t heard the whistling of a bullet or felt
anything.  Another gunshot followed, and this time he heard the whistling of
the bullet.  But it hit the vegetation ahead, and again he felt nothing.  He
made it to the cover of the woods, but he had been discovered.  He ran through
the woods, and up the hill, breathing heavily in the humid air.  His spleen was
cramping, his heart was pounding violently, and his lungs were laboring to get
enough oxygen.  Lyle was a reasonably good runner, but now he wished he had
kept training at middle-distances beyond his college years.


Once Lyle crested the hill and
started downhill, his breathing eased.  That oxygen-rich scuba tank was waiting
for him and he could almost taste it.  The refreshing waters of the Pacific
were waiting for him too, once he got out of this jungle.  Another few minutes
and he would be there.  Please be ready, Jess.  Please be there, Luis.


Lyle got to the bottom of the hill,
emerged from the jungle and saw the boat waiting for him.  Thank God for
that he said to himself.  He quickly put on his flippers and tank and swam
as fast as he could, breathing heavily the oxygen-enriched air in the scuba
tank until he made it past the outcrop and into the waiting boat.


Luis knew not to wait around and
immediately brought the boat to plane, getting them away from the island.  Lyle
looked back and saw the men with automatic weapons coming down the beach.  They
had followed the perimeter of the island rather than chasing him through the
jungle, and they were too late.  They pulled out binoculars and surveyed the
escaping boat, while one pulled out a radio and spoke into it.


“Luis, I hope this boat is as fast
as you say, because we’re about to have company,” said Lyle.  “I’m sorry for
getting you into this, but if you can get us out to safety there’s a bonus of
$5,000 in it for you.”


“It’s okay Senor, I told you I can
handle myself,” said Luis with astonishing calm as he opened the door to the
section of the boat under the bow.  “Take the wheel for a second.”


Lyle held the wheel and watched as
Luis maneuvered into a space full of hydraulic pistons and pumps.  He activated
pistons that pushed outwards through the hull and as he did, Lyle felt the hull
lift out of the water.  The sound of the rushing water faded considerably as
the water resistance dropped.  Luis returned to the pilot’s chair and flipped
another switch, whereupon there was a jolt that felt like a gear change,
followed by a rush of speed as the boat felt like it doubled its pace.


“I activated the hydrofoils,” said
Luis.  And indeed, what looked like skis now kept the bulk of the hull up above
the water, greatly reducing the drag and gaining them precious time to make
their getaway.


“I knew you were up to no good. 
You weren’t looking at sewage runoffs on the wrong side of the island.  I hope
you had good reasons to be there.  They might have killed you.”


Luis then maneuvered among several
islands in the Pearl Island Archipelago before turning into a cove on a small
island, coming to rest under some overhanging rocks.  It looked like an old
lava tube, and he pulled into it so they would not be visible from the air.


“Another couple minutes and our
wake will disappear into the chop of the water” said Luis.  “They won’t find us
here.  They don’t know these islands.  They don’t have an airport on San Marcos
so it will take 10 or 20 minutes to get anything here.”


Before long they heard airplanes in
the distance and within a few minutes the sky was seemingly full of small
planes flying back and forth at various distances from where they were hiding.


“We can’t go back to Contadora,”
said Jess.


“No, that would not be safe,” said
Luis.  “We’ll wait for night time and go to Costa Rica.  Did you leave your
papers back at the hotel?”


Lyle looked uncomfortable, but was
interrupted by a cheerful Jess. “Looking for these?” she asked as she offered a
plastic sealed plastic bag containing the Feldsteins’ papers.


“Whew,” said Lyle.  “But we’re not
clear yet.  They’ll check our identities no doubt.  It might not be safe to use
the passports at computerized scanners.”









Chapter 50:  Warehouse


John and Frank awoke in a small
warehouse, bound hand and foot.  The place was dark and they had no idea how
long they had been under, or even what time of day it was.  Groggy, Frank
examined the bonds which were several layers of duct tape, the second time in
recent days he had been so bound.  “Well now, you never run out of uses for
duct tape,” he said.


John slowly came to, but the duct
tape binding him was not the first thing he noticed.  There was a sickly sweet
smell in the warehouse.  He’d definitely smelled it before, and now he thought
he remembered where.  He looked at Frank and remarked “I’m guessing I know who
did this, but I couldn’t tell you why we’re still alive.”


A voice from the darkness answered
his question.  “Because then I’d miss the chance to meet you in person.”  A
tall man walked out from the shadows, now visible only in silhouette.


“You tried to have both of us
killed before, so what’s different now?” asked Frank.


“I wondered that myself,” said the
tall man.  “I’m not at all confident it will pay off to prolong your lives, so
I hope you can prove me wrong, and make it worthwhile for me.  You must
understand I don’t really enjoy ordering people killed.  I’m on the fence with
you guys.  Too many bodies and you attract the very attention you’re trying to
avoid.  You may be too late to change anything, but not too late to be a
nuisance to me.  So I want to know what you’ve learned, and who else knows it. 
Mr. Linssman has proven to be more trouble than I’d first realized.”


John was now sure he had
encountered this man previously.  “You’re going to unload a shipment in Newark
in a hurry and under tight security.  It’s highly choreographed, with specific
locations prearranged for each container.  If you want to know more, introduce
yourself.”


The man walked toward them until
his face was illuminated by a distant light.  Frank blurted out, “the devil
himself,” before he could have second thoughts.


“I’ll take that as a compliment,
Mr. Goworski,” answered the man.  “Mr. Corson, you may not know me.  I am Derek
Ellis.  President and CEO of Morningstar Security Services.  And Gentlemen, I’d
like to know who it was that paid us a visit at San Marcos, pretending to be
the Feldsteins.  They called your phone from a number that was obtained at
exactly the same time and place as your own.  I want to know what they’ve
relayed back to you and who you’ve told about it.”


“And then you’ll kill us, to tie
off loose ends?” asked John.


Calmly, Ellis replied.  “I told
you, I’m on the fence there.  This is just business after all.  Everything’s
negotiable.


“Except that Morningstar’s business
is murder, so cut the bullshit,” snapped John.  “You have no intention of
letting us walk.  So stop pretending, and I won’t stand here and tell you I
have no idea what you’re talking about and what you’re up to.”  John did his
best to look self-assured while also hiding his joy that Lyle and Jess had
escaped.


“When the operation runs its
course, I won’t care anymore who knows about it,” offered Ellis.  “At that
point, I can release you without fear of any consequences.  I’m not Mother
Teresa, Mr. Corson, but I do keep my word.”


“So when the plot hatches, you’ll
have the power to kill anybody who opposes you openly?” asked John.


Ellis offered a cold smile, adding,
“Yeah something like that.”


“Anyone who doesn’t speak Chinese
that is,” said John.


Ellis appeared to be disturbed by
his inability to gain the upper hand in the discussion.  “Gentlemen, if we
don’t get anywhere now, we can continue this chat later with the assistance of
the enhanced interrogators.”


John decided to push his
advantage.  “We know that the operation starts in San Marcos, and ends in
Newark, and other ports,” guessing on the last part.


“You bore me, Mr. Corson.  That
much is obvious from anything you’ve seen.  If you’re as smart as I think you
are, then you’ve learned a lot more than that.”


“You were banned from Afghanistan
because you’re not Mother Teresa, and you were staring bankruptcy in the face. 
Then someone approached you with big bucks, maybe someone representing the
Chinese.  And all you had to do for your money and power was to sell out your
country.  An easy choice for you, I guess.”


Ellis showed no reaction to that
statement.  “We’re interviewing witnesses on Contadora, and we’ll get security
photos from any airport they’ve been through, so we’ll find them, eventually. 
It’s just a matter of time.  In the meantime, you two can think about what you
want to say to our interrogators.”


Ellis walked off into the darkness
and a door opened, then closed.  Ellis’ fragrance lingered another five minutes
or so.









Chapter 51:  Making Sense


It was past 4 pm in the Pearl
Islands, and another couple of hours until sunset would make it safe to go out
again.  “So what’s on that Island that I’m risking my life over?” asked Luis,
making it clear he was tired of being kept in the dark.


“Jess, how many buildings did you
count?” asked Lyle, ignoring Luis’ question for the moment.


Jess thought about it for a moment
then offered, “About 1,000 plus or minus 50 or so, each housing maybe 100 men. 
There was a small section I couldn’t see, so I had to estimate.  And about
three quarters of the area was buzzing with activity and people.  The area
closest to the port looked empty and men were making the trip to the other side
of the harbor.  Thousands more had just arrived on that cruise ship.  The whole
place was in a state of flux, but I had the impression that the arrivals had concluded
and the departures had begun.”


Luis was not impressed.  “Of course
there are people.  Where you think all that sewage is coming from?  But what
are they doing there, that’s what I want to know.”


Jess added “There were empty
container ships coming in.  I guess they’ll be loading up whatever is in those
containers.”


Lyle decided to end the suspense.
“I’ll tell you what’s going into those containers.  Luis and Jess, this is a
Trojan Horse army.  Those containers are built to hold people, not stuff.”  He
saw the realization slowly sinking in.


“If you want to invade a country
across the ocean, you face the problem of crossing open water without being
detected.  You then have to land and establish a beachhead you can defend
before the defenders can mount a response.  But if you import an army in
shipping containers, you eliminate those two problems completely.  America is
the only country that imports at such a furious rate that this many containers
are nothing unusual.  It’s the only possible target.  Fortress America as we
always called it was thought unconquerable by the Japanese and the Germans, to
the degree they even spoke of it.  The Japanese knew it would be futile because
they couldn’t cross the Pacific in an invasion fleet big enough.  And what forces
they could land would be attacked right away by Americans with guns.  They
described it as a ‘gun behind every blade of grass.’”


“So who’s invading America?” asked
Jess.  “The young guy at the hotel said the North Koreans owned San Marcos.”


“José doesn’t know nothing,” said
Luis.  “It’s the story that’s going around on Contadora, but who knows if it’s
true.”


“The North Koreans can’t afford to
rent a hammock on the beach,” said Lyle.  “The people we saw were Orientals,
but all the signs point to China.  You mentioned the possibility in Montreal,
Jess, but I didn’t want to believe it.  Yet it’s the only one that works with
the facts we’ve seen.  They export in huge quantities to the US, and they have
the money and resources to mount an invasion.  The US is a problem for them in
so many ways that it’s not inconceivable they would do this.  The Chinese are
borrowing a tactic from the Greeks who faced an unconquerable Troy.  They let
the Trojans import the invading army inside the statue of a horse, who then
unlocked the gates for the whole army that followed.”


“But how do you ship people in
those containers?” asked Jess.  “They’d be locked in there for days, even up to
a week.”


“The warehouse I visited was full
of shipping containers in the process of being converted from cargo to human
transport.  They started with refrigerated containers, the kind normally used
to ship fruits and vegetables.  Then they had bunks and toilets installed.  I
suspect they’ll be fitted with water also.  There were other containers with
caches of small arms.  Their plan will probably be to unload the containers in
the major ports, which are in or near most major cities.”


“Senor, there are gringos on San
Marcos too.  Do you know who they are?”


“That would be Morningstar
Security.  They’ve been the point men on this whole affair from the beginning. 
Our story started with Jess’ dad being killed trying to find out what was
happening on San Marcos.  We think Morningstar killed him to cover up what he’d
learned about the operations down there.  It only figures that they would have
their people on the scene to keep things moving smoothly.”


Jess looked puzzled. “They can’t
get away with this.  There are major military bases near every port in the
country.  They’ll never get outside the port complex before they’re all
killed.”


“Senorita, there’s nobody in those
bases.  Your armies and all their planes and guns are all over the world. 
They’re everywhere but in America.”


Lyle interrupted.  “Luis is right,
our armies are far-flung. Between Taiwan, the Persian Gulf, South Korea and our
forces in Japan and Europe, there’s nothing left back home.  It’s well known
that the jets that fly around at the home bases are never the best ones and are
rarely, if ever, armed.  The small arms I saw being loaded were more than
enough to fight off the few soldiers that can be mobilized, and that’s probably
less than the police SWAT teams in those cities.”


Their discussion was interrupted by
a passing helicopter that made several passes over the area.  They stopped
talking, as though they were afraid of being heard.  It was unnerving to hear
it but not see it.  It seemed like it was circling in the area for a good five
minutes before then it left.  After it passed, Luis asked, “why don’t we have
some food and drink while we talk.”  He then opened a cooler full of fruit,
cold shrimp, and a bottle of Pinot Grigio.  He reached for a bag with
some fresh bread and offered that also.


“Luis, that’s wonderful,” said
Jess.  Luis quickly set up a table and chairs for them to sit at and eat.


They ate in silence for a time,
before Jess broke the silence.  “Lyle, you said the Japanese were afraid of
America because there was a ‘gun behind every blade of grass.’  Why is it
different now?”


“Because they mean to take the
cities, Jess.  America’s guns are out in the country, while the cities have
very strict gun laws.  They won’t find the people to be armed in the cities. 
And the gangs who do have guns aren’t organized to fight a disciplined army.”


“But they won’t be able to control the
whole country,” retorted Jess.  “The people in the country are the independent
ones.”


“Even independent people need a
leader, Jess.  I don’t think there’s ever been a President less connected to
the common folk.  His social circles are known for sneering at the rednecks. 
Other Presidents have moved in similar circles, but today it’s out in the
open.  When he speaks of them he uses words like angry and frustrated. 
But what they hear is stupid and ignorant.  They’ll still feel
like they should support the country, but they won’t know who to support.  If
the media falls in line with the invaders, all you’ll have is confusion. 
They’re probably counting on this.”


“Senor, how about the nuclear
response?” asked Luis.


“The President is committed to ‘no
first use,’” interjected Jess.


“Commitments like that are not
dependable in the heat of battle,” said Lyle.  “I don’t know what they’ll do. 
But they’ve probably thought about that and they probably have other plans that
we haven’t figured out yet.  We just need to get back and get word to the right
people,” finished Lyle.


The sun sets quickly in the
tropics, and the period of twilight is very brief before deep darkness sets
in.  When they were confident it was sufficiently dark, Luis started the
engines again, and pulled out onto the water.


“Are you sure you know where you’re
going in the dark?” asked Jess.


“Si senorita, in my past I made
this trip many times at night.”


“Luis, I’m going to take one guess
at what you were doing learning to navigate at night and knowing about that
hiding place, and I don’t like the implications,” said Jess.


“I did what I had to do,” he
shrugged without looking at Jess.


Lyle decided to come to Luis’
rescue before Jess eviscerated him.  “Jess, one of the luxuries we have living
in America is that we can choose not to make a living doing something
objectionable.  We can afford to take a step down economically and it almost
never means our kids go hungry.  Most of the world doesn’t have that margin of
wealth, and sometimes it’s not really a free choice.  That’s why I’m not
comfortable judging those in poor countries who get caught up in something we
condemn.”


Jess frowned at Lyle briefly, but
dropped the subject.


“Thank you Senor,” said Luis,
looking appreciative.  “You do favors for people, and they do favors for you. 
You don’t ask too many questions.  That’s how it works down here.”









Chapter 52:  Unexpected Rescue


“Did you see him squirm when you
mentioned the Chinese?” asked Frank.


John nodded, aware that there could
be microphones in the vicinity, adding in a whisper, “He gave away a lot.  On
China, I took what turned out to be a lucky guess.”


“Good guess.  Not that it could
really be anybody else behind this.”


John said nothing for a while then
whispered again, “I don’t know if it will be useful to us, but we’re learning a
ton here.  We know Ellis is running something big enough to make him among the
most powerful men in America.  Someone, probably Chinese, is using Morningstar
to pull it off and Ellis gets some sort of prominent role.  It starts in San
Marcos, it involves the major ports of the USA, and it leaves Ellis in control
at the end of the day.”


“An invasion?”


“It’s possible.  Think about it. 
Ports are for importing things.  What if they plan to import an army?  I’d love
to hear what they saw in San Marcos.”


After some silence, Frank broached
the topic of their predicament.  “They’re first going to see what we tell them
voluntarily.  Then they’ll enhance the interrogation and compare notes
on what we’ve said individually.  Finally, they’ll finish us off with some
brutal torture where we’ll say anything to make it stop.  That’ll be the least
reliable information but even there, they’ll find useful tidbits.  I wonder if
we should just tell them the truth to begin with and then contradict ourselves
when it gets bad.  At least that will confuse them a bit.”


“Frank if that’s how it ends, then
it’s been a pleasure knowing you.  I was leery about getting involved in all
this but now, I can honestly say I have no regrets.  I will fight Derek Ellis
with to last breath.”


“What changed your mind?” asked
Frank.


“His perfume,” said John.


“Okay he smells offensive, but
really?”


“If we get out of here I’ll
explain.  There’s a lot more to it.”


Several hours passed and Frank and
John fell asleep, awaking before dawn to the sound of glass breaking, a door
opening, and somebody running towards them.


Frank looked up in disbelief. 
“It’s you.  From Fred’s!”


The red haired man looked
disgusted.  “You idiots have really got yourselves in deep shit.  I told you
those guys are not to be messed with.”


He quickly cut the tape that bound
them and led them out of the warehouse.  “They’ve been to your motel, so forget
about getting anything from there.  I can only imagine what they’ve rigged up
in your car.  We’re going to a safe house where we’ll debrief you.”


They got into the man’s Toyota
Highlander and followed some side streets to the southbound New Jersey
turnpike.  “After your transparent stunt at Fred’s, I decided to follow you.  I
saw them take you and followed the van, waiting for my chance.  Now I hope what
you’ve learned is worth the loss of my cover at the port.  You’ve really
screwed up my operation.”


“So who are you?” asked John.


“Randy Tucker.  I’m with a division
of the NSA.  We know these guys are planning something, but we don’t yet know
the details.”


“I’m John Corson, and this is Frank
Goworski.  They’ve previously tried to kill us and they’ve already killed our
old friend Robbie.”


“I’m sorry to hear about that,”
said Tucker.  “Do you know what they’re planning?”


“We know a good part of the story,”
said John.  “And we have good guesses about the rest.  Can you get us in to see
the President, or at least the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs?”


“That’ll take some doing.  I
suppose if your story is good enough I could do that.  Now it’s time to start
talking.”


“Where’s this safe house?” asked
Frank, seeming a little suspicious.


“You’re not going to learn that
yet,” said Tucker.  “First I want your story.  All of it.”


“Let’s stop for breakfast,” said
John.  “We were on our way to dinner when they took us, and that was a day and
night ago.  I can’t think straight until I get something to eat.”  Frank nodded
in agreement.


“We can do that,” said Tucker.  He
took the next exit and pulled in at a McDonald’s just off the highway.  He
ordered breakfast combos and several bottles of water.  They ate quickly, with
John only getting in occasional words about “shipments,” “San Marcos,” and
“Chinese.”


John finished eating and proclaimed
“I’m going to go wash my hands.”


“Good idea, I’ll come with you,”
said Tucker.  At the single sink, John went first, rolling up his sleeves and
elaborately washing his hands with extra amounts of soap, taking a long time to
rinse and using four paper towels.


Tucker followed.  He bent over the
sink and rolled up his sleeves, not to the degree that John had done but enough
for John’s purposes.  Suddenly and without warning, John used the palm of his
hand to violently slam Tucker’s head into the cinder block wall beside him,
whereupon he collapsed to the floor motionless.  John took Tucker’s wallet, car
keys and gun, and walked back to the table, saying to Frank quietly but firmly,
“Let’s go.”  Frank jumped to his feet and followed.


…


Behind the wheel of Tucker’s car,
John merged into southbound traffic, well outside commuting distance from New
York City, but still surrounded by heavy traffic volume.  “We probably have an
hour before our friend regains his wits and finds a way to make a few phone
calls.  After that, they’ll be on this car very quickly.  I’d be surprised if
they’re not tracking it right now,” said John.


“What was the deal with Tucker?”
asked Frank.


“I had a bad feeling about our rescue
being so easy, with no guards or much interrogation to speak of, so I stalled
as long as I could before telling him anything,” replied John.  “Then I
remembered something from our abduction.  I was sure I recognized one guy’s
voice.  And I scratched his arm as they were drugging us.  When I went to the
bathroom, I noticed that Tucker was copying everything I did.  I rolled up my
sleeves, and he took the bait and copied me.  That’s when I saw the double
dagger tattoo on his arm, as well as the scratches.  So I decided to give him
an hour or so to catch up on his sleep.  My guess is he was going to learn what
we knew then kill us.  Or have us killed.  I’m also guessing based on our
direction, that we were headed for the Philadelphia area.  So we’ll follow this
route as far as Philly.  It’s my home town, so when we get there I’m thinking
of cooking something up to lose them.”


Frank took it in and decided that
he would trust John to get them to safety.  But he was developing other
questions.  “John, if you land an invasion force at some or most of the
nation’s major ports, even a well armed force, how do you consolidate that to
control the nation as a whole?  You can’t just land a small army and take over
the United States, right?  I know our army is hollowed out and playing offense,
but the logistics of this seem implausible.”


“I’m going to make some guesses
here.  Taking the ports would be one arm of any operation.  Those pickup trucks
we saw will get loaded with machine guns then they’ll spread out and set up
roadblocks at all the major traffic arteries around the Tri-State area.  A few
thousand men will be more than enough.  It will be overwhelming, really.  The
smaller port cities won’t require nearly as many.  The real key to this will be
in taking DC.  The Pentagon, the White House, the NSA, probably Langley. 
They’ll have to immobilize America’s ability to mount a response in a hurry. 
That’s where they’ll need larger numbers.  Overthrowing the US government will
take the force of numbers and foreign troops will be required, where loyalty is
not at issue.  Frank, it’s clear that DC is where the real action is going to
be.  That’s where we have to go.”


Frank nodded.  “I take it you have
a plan then to get rid of this car and get a replacement?”


“Not quite a plan so much as a
contact.  It’s contingent on being able to do it without exposing him to
retribution.  We’ll have to move quickly when we hit Philly.  Right now I’m
thinking about Jess and Lyle.  They got away or Ellis would not have needed us,
but how far they can get and how they can get back to the US, that’s anyone’s
guess.  I hope they’re good at improvisation.”


“Ellis is squirming, John,” replied
Frank.  “The fact he didn’t kill us when he had the chance and took this big
risk in our fake escape, these facts are the best confirmation you could ask
for that we’re on target, and that Lyle and Jess found something worthwhile.”


“I still have a bad feeling about
that whole series of events, Frank.  I can’t put my finger on it, but
something’s fishy.”


They reached the outskirts of
Philadelphia and John stopped at a gas station, went inside and borrowed the
telephone.  He came back out after about 10 minutes and said, “We’re in
business!”  They drove to a garage in an industrial area and parked the vehicle
inside.  A short stocky man soon drove up in an old Ford Taurus, got out and
shook John’s hand with a Cheshire grin on his face.  He spoke with a thick
accent.  “I take care of it this car.  Doesn’t exist no more.  I give you very
excellent car you pay me later.”  The man pointed to his rusty 1998 Ford Taurus
with 120,000 miles on the odometer.


John laughed.  “Get real, Vasek,
I’m doing you the favor here.  Is that piece of shit even going to get
us to Washington?”


Vasek lost his grin momentarily but
recovered it just as quickly. “I fix it myself, engine is very excellent. 
Transmission maybe not so much,” he said as he rocked the open top of his hand
back and forth.  “But it work for you fine.  Just this time I let you have it
for nothing.”


John felt he had no choice at this
point, so he took the keys to the Taurus and started it.  Sure enough, the
engine ran smoothly and the transmission, while a little jerky, would probably
be up to the task.  They got in and drove off, noting that even the tires
seemed reasonably well balanced.  “What’s he going to do with the Toyota?”
asked Frank.


“That’s an abandoned garage, so
tracing the car there will be fruitless.  He’ll strip off any tracking devices
and hand it off to some acquaintances of his.  They’ll likely take it to the
port.  From there, it might go onto a cargo ship, and off to someplace in
Africa or the East.  And it’s possible it will all be overseen by Nightwatch.” 
They both smiled at the irony.









Chapter 53:  Logistical Review


“Give me a list of heavy armaments
that you’ve distributed to each unit,” said Derek Ellis, sitting in his
conference room with his planning team.


Mike Thompson plugged his laptop
into the projector and brought up a map of the country, showing Ellis the
location of each of his Morningstar Security units together with a list of
their armaments and targets.  They reviewed each location against a list of
known defenses at each target site, to ensure that they could bring
overwhelming force at a moment’s notice.  Meanwhile, Ellis made extensive
modifications to the plans as they went along, in some cases pointing out the
existence of a secondary target unknown to the others.


Rennson’s phone rang while they
were reviewing the data, and after a few words he interrupted.  “Derek, you may
want to take this call yourself.”


Ellis took Rennson’s phone and
spoke to the man at the other end.  “How did they escape?”


“I see.  No, that’s fine.  Just
take care of your injuries.”


“It’s nothing,” said Ellis to the
group.  “This review is far more important right now.”


After concluding the logistical
review, Ellis had lunch brought in to the conference room.  As Ellis and
Rennson sat side by side, an observer could not help but think they were
brothers separated by about 10 years of age.  Rennson had meticulously imitated
Ellis’ hairstyle and grooming habits, though not his perfume.  Ellis made it
plain to anyone who crossed this line that there would be no olfactory
competition among the senior staff.


“So how did you end up in this line
of work, Mr. Ellis?” asked Thompson in an attempt to make small talk.


“I’ve been a covert operative since
I left the Marines.  I was recruited while still serving, actually.  Then came
the first Gulf War and they realized that certain things that needed doing
weren’t getting done, if you get my drift.  That’s when the first private
contractors formed, because they had no choice but to farm out the work they
couldn’t do themselves.  I was one of five founders of a short-lived outfit. 
The SEC started to bug us about information we had on some oil deal, and we
managed to get them to drop the issue but we had to agree to break up the
management group.  I started Morningstar right after that, and evidently I was
the only one of that original group determined enough to run my own private
contracting firm.  I’ve been at this since, adding you folks along the way.”


Rennson quickly added, “If not for
Derek, the United States would probably have lost both Gulf Wars.  Yet they
never appreciated him for what he was.  That’s about to change, isn’t it
Derek?”


“Only if you guys get everything
planned to the last degree, and that promiscuous idiot Kim doesn’t tell one of
his mistresses everything, and she doesn’t turn out to be a government
operative.  There’s so much that can go wrong here, comrades.  Unless you nail
down every detail, everything could fall apart.  That’s why I need to know every
detail.  Nobody but me knows which ones matter and which ones don’t.”


The main phone in the conference
room rang, and Ellis brought up the call on the video screen.  General Kim
appeared on the screen, looking down away from the camera.  “What’s gone wrong,
General Kim?” asked Ellis.


“Mr. Ellis, the Border Patrol Agent
we had detained escaped.  We’ve sent out helicopters and some ground search
teams, but have not been able to find him.  I take full responsibility for this
lapse.”


“General, I gave you instructions
to eventually turn him loose, knowing there was a risk he would survive and
escape.  If I thought the risk was acute, I would have told you to execute him
on the spot.  So forget about him right now, and focus on your mission.  Is
that clear?”


“Yes, Mr. Ellis.  We are on
schedule and will not slip.”


“Good.  Keep me informed of any
other developments, as always.”  Ellis disconnected and shook his head.  “That
stupid idiot!”


“Is this a problem?” asked Rennson.


“Yeah, it could be.  Get me Colonel
March on the phone.”









Chapter 54:  Annapolis


As they crossed the Susquehanna
River on their way to DC, John said pensively, “I don’t have a family that will
miss me if I don’t come through this.  How about you, Frank?  What’s the
collateral risk here for you?”


“My wife and I split years ago,”
said Frank.  “She’d probably celebrate if I were killed.  I also have a grown
son.  He’s in graduate studies at the University of Chicago.  I think he’d miss
me, but I don’t really see him that much.  He’s developed his own life, so I
think he’d get over it quickly enough.  But I will say this.  I hope he could
handle it as well as Jessica Linssman.”


“I never remarried after my wife
died,” said John.  “I have a girlfriend, but it never got that serious.  So
I’ve essentially been alone for a long time.  But even so, there’s no way I
would have done this 10 years ago.”


“I think we’re programmed to be
that way, because most people at that age have kids they’re supporting.  Once
we’re old enough that any kids can look after themselves, I think we get more
comfortable taking risks.  I was leery at first too, which is why I asked for
your help.  Then after they came after me in my own house, I guess I realized
I’m not safe staying out of it, so I might as well be in the thick of things.”


“I understand,” said John.


“But you had a change of heart too
back there at the warehouse.  Ellis’ perfume made you change your mind.  You
want to explain that one?”


“Ellis’ perfume is so intense, it
lingers a while anywhere he’s been,” said John.  “I smelled traces of it in
Robbie’s cottage when he was killed.  I couldn’t place it at the time because
it was faint.  But when I smelled it in person, I remembered.  Many years ago
now, right around the time my wife and daughter died in a car crash that I’ve
always suspected was rigged, I was held up by a gunman in an alley.  It was a
hot summer night and the gunman wore a short sleeved shirt, showing his double
dagger tattoo.  It meant nothing to me then.  The thing is, he never asked for
money or anything.  He just held me at gunpoint long enough for a man standing
in the shadows to tell me to back off an investigation I was pushing.  Not just
any man, a very smelly man.  One who used way too much perfume.”


“So do you think Ellis was
responsible for their deaths?” asked Frank.


“Yes.  In my heart I believe he
was, though I’d never be able to prove it after all this time.  I can’t get
them back, but I can fight Ellis, knowing that good will come from it.”


There was quiet for a time, and
then as they approached Baltimore, Frank remembered there was a Tilbury
operated port just off the highway before the harbor tunnel.  John turned off
the highway and they slowly drove by the port.  To nobody’s surprise, they saw
a place sparse on the regular container traffic but crawling with green
shirts.  Both felt vindicated to see the same thing in effect at a second
port.  They quickly got back on the highway and continued their trip.


“So far, we’ve avoided being
murdered, uncovered a plot to invade the United States, and escaped a slow
death by torture.  Now comes the hard part,” said Frank.


“What do you mean?” asked John.


“Unless you think we can just walk
into the Pentagon or the White House, speak with the Defense Secretary or
President, and persuade them to drop everything and start a war with China,
then we haven’t made the first bit of progress,” replied Frank.  “We’re driving
an old jalopy that probably has a questionable history, we have Morningstar
Security on our asses, and the FBI is looking for us.  We have no IDs, we can’t
access our credit cards or bank accounts, and only have a little cash from our
friend Tucker.”


John laughed briefly, but Frank
continued.  “We have no idea what parts of the government are closely tied to
Morningstar, and which parts they’ve alienated.  In-fighting is an art-form in
government and you can always make progress working with the enemies of your
enemy.  That is if you know which is which.”


“You’re on to something, Frank.  In
every case that we’ve observed, the military is an afterthought, essentially
treated as irrelevant.  At best it’s shipped off overseas to be out of the
way.  Meanwhile the intelligence community is riddled with traitors.”


“That’s their weakness,” agreed
Frank.  “They maneuvered the military into irrelevance as a fighting force, but
they’ve neglected it as a political force.  John, our destination is not DC, at
least not yet.  We’re going to stop in Annapolis.”


…


John and Frank took I-97 south to
Annapolis, exited at the John Hanson highway, and made their way to Winchester
Road and the Cool Spring Creek area.  They stopped at a house that was just off
the water, and while it was in a beautiful location, it was small enough not to
imply that the owner was involved in anything suspiciously lucrative.  The slightly
short older man slowly opened the door.  “Hi Stan, I’m sorry to bother you
unannounced like this but we’re in urgent need of your help.


The man motioned for them to come
in and said “you look like hell, Frank.  Whatever it is must be serious.”


Admiral Stanley T. Howe had been
retired more than a decade.  He had served as a consultant for Tilbury for
roughly the first half of that decade of retirement but had since been replaced
by fresher retirees with greater influence in the military.  Frank was confident
that Howe had been out of the loop since long before Tilbury became tied up
with these events.


“This is John Corson.  He saved my
life.”  They told their stories to Howe, inclusive of their recent run-ins with
Morningstar, and their assessment of the plot.  Howe listened intently, but
they feared he could think they’d lost their marbles.


After an interminable silence as
they waited for his reaction, Howe replied, “I wrote a paper a long time ago on
the possibility that America’s addiction to imports could make us vulnerable to
an invasion like this.  But it was ignored because there was at the time no
single trading partner that could alone pose such a threat.  We were worried
about the Soviets, and nothing else was nearly as important.  In the time of the
Cold War, there was no significant trade between the Soviet block and the
West.  Our troops were also more concentrated at home back then.  Today, the
pretense of defense is utterly gone, so much so that they had to create
a ‘Homeland Security’ Department.  Everything has changed completely, and we’re
dead vulnerable.  What you’ve discovered amounts to my worst nightmare.”


“Can you help us, then?” asked
Frank.  “Ideally, we’d like to get into the White House.”


“We’ll have to be very careful even
going through military channels.  There’s a very thick web of corruption that
weaves through Morningstar, intelligence, arms production, the foreign policy
establishment, and a lot of our General Officers.  And we’ll have to have some
corroborating evidence if we’re to be taken seriously.  It can’t just be your
words seeming to vindicate my old ideas.”


“Admiral please don’t take this as
an affront, but may I see your forearms?” asked John.


Frank quickly added, “Morningstar
guys have specific tattoos and John’s had some close calls with them.”  Howe
rolled up his sleeves and showed John his arms, which were both clean.


“You guys go upstairs and shower
up.  I’ll get some Chinese takeout for dinner,” said Howe.









Chapter 55:  Returning Home


Cam Burrows spent the day hiding in
a gully overgrown with bushes.  It was hot, and he had no water.  He watched
the helicopters flying overhead, and heard the patrol trucks passing by.  He
dared not venture out for fear of being captured again, or killed outright. 
Over the course of the day, he noticed that birds flew to and from a location
just to the southeast of where he was.  There may be water there, he
thought.  He was thirsty, and was still a good ten miles from the Rio Grande to
the east.  He set off again at twilight, heading southeast.  Within an hour he
came to a lake that irrigated farmland in the area.  Lake Centenario most
likely, he said.  The water would be fresh, but loaded with fertilizer
runoff and probably a witch’s cauldron of nasty bacteria.  But what choice did
he have?  He did not know how much further he could go without water.  If he
made it back to Texas, he liked his chances of survival after that, even if he
was sick.  He waded into the lake as deep as he could, and drank deeply.  The
taste was not as foul as he had feared.  Still, that was no guarantee he would
not feel it in a day or two.


Drinking as much as he could,
Burrows waited a while until he could drink more, and filled himself a second
time.  Refreshed, he continued his hike to the east, still limping from his leg
injury.  He did not feel any digestive distress, but prayed that he could stave
off any sickness until after he had crossed the border.  He crossed a paved
highway, and kept moving.  He was relatively sure the major roads in this area
went north-south, so he was heading in the right direction.  As the night grew
dark, he stumbled frequently.  The sky had become overcast and the moon was not
yet high enough to cast much light.  Some time after midnight, the clouds
lightened and the moon came out to ease his walk.  He crossed another road,
this time unpaved.  As soon as he did, he saw plots of farmland in a contiguous
grid in front of him.  That must mean the Rio Grande is up ahead, he
said.


Within a half hour he saw a dirt
road heading in the general direction of east so he followed it, relieved of
his fear of breaking an ankle with a bad step.  The pain in his legs and back
was killing him, but he was now so close that hope alone was enough to propel
him forward.  Finally, as he thought he saw the first hints of a glow in the
eastern sky, the farmland came to an end and Burrows descended the bank of the
Rio Grande.  It was an easy crossing here, and it was extensively patrolled by
his colleagues.  He realized he was probably the only person crossing the river
here who desperately wanted to be apprehended.  The river was not deep, and the
crossing was an easy matter.  He considered drinking again, but he was
downstream of Acuña and Del Rio.  He knew the sewage
content in the water would be high.  And he expected to be rescued soon in any
event.


Back in America, Burrows walked up
the bank to the first road he saw.  It was deserted, but it was still early. 
The sun was only starting to rise in the sky.  Where’s the Border Patrol
when you need them?  He kept walking, now heading northeast, to where he
guessed Laughlin Air Force base would be.  By about seven in the morning, he
came to a fence bordering a major road.  That must be Calderon, he
thought.  Laughlin can’t be far now.


Burrows followed the road a short
distance, until he saw an exit for the south entrance to Laughlin AFB.  Finally
here.  A half mile later he came to the entrance station to Laughlin,
walked up to the gate in his ragged formerly white pajamas, and announced “I’m
Cam Burrows of the US Border Patrol.  I’ve been held prisoner in Mexico, and I
need to see the commanding officer immediately.”


 









Chapter 56:  Costa Rica


Jess had found a map in Luis’ boat
and examined the route they were likely going to take, noting that Costa Rica
was approximately 200 miles from the Pearl Islands.  “Luis, do you have enough
fuel for the trip?” she asked.


“Si senorita.  No question about
it,” replied Luis.


“And where do you want to dock?”


“Golfito Bay,” replied Luis.  “It’s
a sleepy place, mostly a fishing resort.  I’ll stop at the Hotel Las Gaviotas. 
I have contacts there, and sometimes I do charters for the guests.  Maybe I can
pick up a fishing charter and have some cover until things quiet down.”


Lyle looked a little concerned at
that.  “Where would your own family look for you, Luis?”


“I have relatives in Panama but
none in Costa Rica,” replied Luis.  “What I do often takes me away for a few
days at a time.  When I get home safely, that’s enough.  Nobody asks where I
was.”


“Costa Rica could be good for us,”
said Lyle.  “It was never a strategically important country, and US involvement
has generally been low since the fall of the Sandinistas.  It’s as good a bet
as any to stay under the radar.”


“But it’s not a whole lot closer to
getting us back home where we can use the information we’ve gleaned,” said
Jess.


“I once knew a guy who I’m pretty
sure lives in Costa Rica,” said Lyle.  “I think I could call on him for help.”


As Lyle said that, Jess’ face
brightened.  “If he hasn’t moved out of the country, or died, or been
corrupted” added Lyle, sorry to see her expression fall.


…


Luis’ boat pulled into Golfito Bay
around midnight, with a waning moon reflecting off the water in the bay. 
Around them rose hills covered by lush tropical forests, and the smell of the
ocean was complemented by ripe tropical smells, with a trace of brackish water
from the surrounding tidal flats.  They docked and arrived at the Hotel Las
Gaviotas, where it only took a few minutes for Luis to find an attendant.  Lyle
then gave Luis an account number he could charge for his troubles and costs
associated with the trip.


The morning was raucous with the
sounds of birds, insects, monkeys, and other assorted fauna living in the Costa
Rican rainforest that surrounded them.  But there was no sign of Luis.  The
front desk told Lyle that he’d found a group of German tourists looking for a
fishing charter for a few days, and had gone back out into the Pacific Ocean.


The water looked bright blue
against the lush green of the surrounding hills, and Jess, who had awoken
early, sat on the patio overwhelmed by the symphony of nature.


Lyle took a moment to watch her
enjoyment of the view before joining her on the patio.  “We should come here
again sometime, under better circumstances.”


“I’d love that, absolutely,” said
Jess, who blushed, embarrassed her own candor.  She gave him a shy smile and
then added, as if to correct herself, “I mean, that would be nice.  But what do
we do now?”


“We need to get to San José, the
Costa Rican capital.  Whatever we do next, San José will have the necessary
infrastructure for it.”


Lyle walked over to the front desk
and spoke with the attendant for a few minutes, then returned to Jess at their
table.  “There’s a bus leaving for San José at noon.  We can’t risk flying, particularly
knowing the reach of the people at San Marcos.  It’s going to be a long trip. 
There will be mountain switchbacks, sections of dirt road and other possible
hazards.”


Jess smiled, more excited than
concerned.  “A closer look at the Costa Rican ecosystem sounds fabulous,” she
said.  They spent the morning around the pool, airing their one set of clothes
in the sun before dressing in them again for the trip to San José.  The bus was
not air conditioned and the weather was hot and humid, but the seats were at
least comfortable.  They turned onto the Pan American Highway and followed
along the coast for about a half hour before doubling back and beginning their
ascent into the Costa Rican mountains.


The weather cooled the higher they
went, and fog developed, along with a small shower.  Jess was not disappointed
with the scenery, and occasionally gave Lyle a summary of the climate zones
they were passing through, or relayed various curiosities about the species
that lived in each zone.  At the request of the passengers, many of whom were
eco-tourists, the bus stopped at a waterfall on the Rio Nuevo, and most took
the opportunity to jump into the water for a refreshing dip.


As they reached what seemed to be a
plateau, the air was suddenly drier, and the vegetation thinner.  Neither Lyle
nor Jess had seen Costa Rica before, so both were relieved to find most of the
roads paved and much smoother than those back home in New York State.  The
bridges turned out to be modern steel-truss designs, inspiring confidence in
their integrity.  The stops made by the bus were at clean restaurants and
shops, where the attendants always spoke English reasonably well.


“I don’t know why, but I was
expecting third-world conditions,” said Lyle.


“I know what you mean.  Parts of
America would need an upgrade to match this.  And the scenery is every bit as
spectacular as I’d dared hope.”


They passed the flanks of Cerro
Chirripó, Costa Rica’s tallest mountain.  The sky was clear and clouds were
visible beneath them, flowing in and filling up the valleys.  They made one
more pass up into the high mountains before descending into a drier valley
where the forests partially gave way to the pastureland and farmland that
surrounded San José.


San José struck Jess as a modern
city, with malls and commercial districts just like those in the developed
world.  But she felt it strange that every property had bars over its windows
and sturdy steel fences.  “There must be a lot of crime” she thought to
herself.









Chapter 57:  With the Howes


“Getting in to see the President is
not that hard,” said Admiral Stanley Howe, “if you can convince the Chief of
Staff to schedule you.  That part can be tricky to impossible.”


“That’s Gerry Levine,” observed
Frank.  “He’s from Chicago.  I bet I can find someone who knows him.”


Frank had lost his cell phone when
they were captured by Morningstar Security, so he called his banker friend Troy
from Howe’s phone.  John and Stanley Howe listened to him speaking.


“Troy, it’s me again, Frank.”


“Yeah, we’re still alive, but we’ve
had a close call.”


“It’s very serious, and now we need
a way in to see the President.  Do you know anyone who knows Gerry Levine?”


“Great.  Tell him to call Admiral
Stanley Howe at this number, but not to tell anyone else.”


“Perfect, thanks.”


“Yeah, the phone I was using before
is now in the hands of Morningstar.”


“Yes, I’d be worried.”


“Oh okay.”  Frank hung up the
phone.


“Is Troy going to be okay?” asked
John.


“He’ll be careful but it’s not a
major concern.  The number I called is to a switchboard with a live operator,
who then connects to Troy.  So all they have is the main phone number for a
large bank.”


Howe’s wife came into the room with
a pot of tea and some cookies.  They politely thanked her, but then to their
surprise she sat down and joined the conversation.


Mildred Howe or “Millie” was only
slightly younger than Stanley, at about 60.  She was about 5’6”, devoid of any
cosmetic enhancements, but pleasant for a woman of her age.  “I won’t pretend I
didn’t hear you boys speaking with Stanley,” she said.  “Seeing how serious the
situation is, and that you don’t have a way forward, I think you should call my
brother-in-law’s brother-in-law.”


“Say again?” said Frank.


“My sister’s husband has a sister,
whose husband has a brother, who’s a veteran with the CIA.”


“I appreciate the tip,” said John,
“but the top brass at the CIA may be in on the plot with.”


“I know that, Mr. Corson.  I don’t
make this suggestion lightly.  Roger Snyder has had an undeservedly mediocre
career because he’s never gone along with their plots.  He knows everything
there is to know about the agency, and you’ll be able to trust him.”


“She’s right about that,” said
Stanley with a chuckle.  “Snyder hates his job and can’t wait to retire.  He’s
not necessarily incorruptible but he pisses off his bosses so regularly, they’d
never try to recruit him for something irregular, just because then they’d have
to deal with him on an extended basis.”









Chapter 58:  Dwight Crosby


Upon getting off the bus in San
José, Lyle turned on his phone, and looked up a name.  “It’s only a few
blocks.  We can walk the rest of the way.”


The street was so busy with people,
Lyle never noticed the man getting out of the car that had been tailing the
bus.  Instead, he and Jess walked past the University and the National Museum,
which was reminiscent of an old world Spanish city.  In no time, they arrived
and rang the buzzer at the gate of an attractive house with white columns and a
red roof.


A slightly balding, paunchy man of
about 5’8” peeked out the window, and then came out of the house looking
slightly bewildered.  It wasn’t until he approached the gate that he smiled
broadly and said, “Lyle!”


Dwight Crosby and his father had
known the Fergusons seemingly forever.  Their fathers had initially been
friends, and Dwight had occasionally looked after Lyle when he was a small
child.  They had lost contact a decade ago, when Dwight expatriated to Costa
Rica, setting up an international law practice.


The house was nicely appointed,
with original pieces of art and designer furniture.  They sat down, and Dwight
served some refreshments.  “I can see that you’ve done well for yourself,
Dwight,” said Lyle.  “And we’re pleasantly surprised by Costa Rica.”


“We don’t have an army as you’d
think of one,” said Dwight.  “That’s a lot of money saved.  And a lot of
freedom reserved to the people.”


“How have you ended up so much
better off than your neighbors?” asked Lyle.  “Nicaragua, Guatemala, Honduras,
Panama.  That’s not a nice list of regimes, and here you are in the middle of
it.”


“Agriculture wasn’t as profitable
here as in those other countries,” replied Dwight.  “So the multinationals
never made large investments.  That’s the key, because as soon as they sink
money into a country, they demand compliant labor markets, land ownership
rules, and environmental oversight.  If those factors aren’t to their
satisfaction, the CIA shows up, instability follows, and the fabric of society
is quickly corrupted.  The wealthy and the poor become enemies, and paradise
turns to hell.  The roots of the problem go back to the Spanish times and gold
exploitation, to be sure, but even then Costa Rica was obscure enough that we
had it easy.”


“What about the booming tourism
here, won’t that bring in the multinationals?” asked Jess.


“It’s a concern.  There’s been some
investment but it’s not big enough yet to dominate our political scene.  The
other thing is that to have success in tourism you need peace and some social
harmony, or the tourists will quickly sour on the place.”


“Everyone has bars on their windows
and fortified iron fences around their houses, including you,” said Jess,
seemingly determined to find the downsides of Costa Rican life.  “Crime must be
quite an issue.”


“It’s not much of an issue.  I
guess the bars help.  I definitely wouldn’t want to be the only homeowner that
doesn’t have them,” Dwight said with a smile.  “We value our freedom here. 
Nobody thinks we’d be better off by not securing our houses but having a police
presence on the streets.  Most of us think the police would be the problem, not
the solution.  I know that’s a pretty foreign idea when seen from the American
perspective.”


Dwight noticed they didn’t have
suitcases and didn’t look terribly fresh.  “So now it’s your turn to do some
explaining.  You turn up here in Costa Rica without bags, looking like you’ve
been through some trying times.  What sort of trouble are you in?”


Lyle chuckled then said, “Well, as
you guessed, this isn’t a social call.”  He and Jess took their time explaining
Robbie’s death, their suspicions of Tilbury, their visit to San Marcos, and
their conclusions.  Dwight listened silently then became somber as he
comprehended the ramifications of what they had just said.


“One of my clients has been telling
me for some time about a lot of Chinese activity in the Mexican desert at San
Gustavo, near the Amistad Reservoir.  Here’s what I know.  They bought a large
parcel of land and made some arrangements with the Mexican government and the
various drug smugglers.  Then they built a huge complex with long air strips, a
lot of hangars, barracks, and various storage facilities.  Flights land in
there straight from China, with no questions asked by the Mexicans.  Without
giving it a whole lot of thought and concern, I assumed they just wanted a
presence on the southern border of the US, using the locals to make a point
with Washington every now and then.  You’ve probably heard of incidents that
sound like the Mexican army crossing the border, shooting off a few rounds then
coming back.”


Lyle nodded and Jess looked at
Dwight, astonished.


Dwight continued.  “We have Taiwan
and any number of islands in the eastern Pacific.  The Soviets had Cuba.  So I
just assumed the Chinese have northern Mexico for the same purpose.  It’s a
little reminder that if the US wants to mess with them, they have the ability
to complicate matters and return the favor.  I never thought you could
successfully invade the US and take it over by starting from the Mexican
desert.  By the time you got to the Mississippi or the Rockies you’d be shredded
by the US military.  And since the US has to know about the base, I thought
they could disregard it for the same reasons.  That is, until the military
stopped actually residing on US soil.  But hearing your story, if I combine
what I’ve heard with your theory of a quick strike to take the major ports
which coincide with the major cities, this could constitute the start of a
viable plan.”


“So what can we do?” asked Jess. 
“We need to get back to the US but our fake papers are compromised by now.  Can
you think of any way for us to get back?”


Dwight was unfazed by the
question.  “I’ll take you to the consulate and get you travel papers on the
spot.”


“In our own names?” asked an
incredulous Jess.


“Of course.  You did everything
until now using false names.  If you’re lucky, nobody is watching out for your
real names.  Any other way we could smuggle you back to the US would be
riskier.”


“What will we tell the consulate?”
asked Jess.


“Tell them you were hiking, you
were robbed and the locals won’t do anything about it.  It’s a plausible
explanation, because the first instinct for the locals would be to cover up
anything that makes the country look bad.”


As it was getting late, Dwight took
them clothes shopping and picked up some Chinese takeout for dinner.  As they
finished, he poured some Cognac for each, and they sipped it while talking into
the evening.


“Are you armed, Dwight?” asked
Lyle.


“Of course,” he replied.  He
pointed them to a nondescript wood box in the corner of the room.  “There’s a
9-mm Glock in there, and some ammo.”


“And if you ever had to make a
quick exit from Costa Rica, what would you do?” asked Jess.


“I don’t give it much thought.  But
in that case I’d probably take a cruise ship back to Florida, lost amid all
those tourists.  Looking like you’re not in a hurry to get out is really
important when you’re actually in a hurry to get out.”









Chapter 59:  Reconnecting


Admiral Howe’s phone rang just
after breakfast, and after answering he handed it to Frank.  “Hi Troy, what’s
up?”


“Yeah?  You’re kidding.”


“Did he explain how imp – four
days?”


“Alright, thanks.”


Having finished the call, Frank
turned to the group, shook his head in disbelief, then said, “Well guys, it
seems that Gerry Levine is too busy to deal with anything inclusive of
Armageddon for the next few days.  He’s on a fundraising blitz and nothing else
takes precedence.  Troy will keep pushing and maybe a donor can be recruited to
drive home the point with Levine, but at right now, it looks like your Roger
Snyder is all we have.”


“We still need to speak with Lyle
and Jess,” said John.  Turning to Howe, he said, “Our phones were taken when
they caught us.  Admiral, do you mind?”


“Not at all,” said Howe.  “Go ahead
and call from my phone.”


John called Lyle, and nervously
waited for an answer.  “Lyle, thank God you’re alright.


“And Jess?”


“That’s wonderful.  A relief.”


“A Trojan Horse?  We’d also
uncovered some clues pointing in that direction.  You’ve confirmed it for me.”


“I see.  Can you guess when they
might be deploying?”


“I was afraid of that.  We’ll need
you to corroborate our story.  How soon can you get to Washington?”


“Great.  Pictures would nail it. 
We’ll meet you at the airport.”


“My phone was captured by
Morningstar.”


“Okay, we’ll be careful.  Same goes
for the two of you.”


John hung up and stood in place for
a moment, smiling in relief at Lyle and Jess’ safety.  Then he turned to the
group and explained.  “They managed to get onto San Marcos, they checked out
the operation, and barely got away.  They saw shipping containers converted
into troop carriers, and others storing weapons.  There are as many as 100,000
troops on San Marcos, by their count.   And now they think there’s a Chinese
base in northern Mexico that could launch a supporting air and land invasion,
coincident with the capture of the ports and cities.  They’re in San José,
Costa Rica, and they’ll fly to Miami tomorrow morning with a connection to DC. 
They think the deployment from San Marcos could have already been underway when
they were there two days ago, so we’re talking a few days at most until the
landings start.  There’s just no way we can wait for Levine’s fund raising trip
to finish.”


“So can Snyder get us into the
White House?” asked Frank.


“Probably not,” said Howe.  “But
he’s sure to have some useful information, and maybe some useful contacts too.”


Stanley Howe made a phone call, and
spoke for a while.  When he was done, he too was frustrated.  “Snyder’s been
swamped and is rarely home other than to sleep.  It looks like they dropped a
project he was working on and gave him a pile of busywork that requires his
exclusive attention.”


“You can never tell with
government,” said John.  “But it’s just possible he was on to something, and is
being kept busy so he doesn’t finish it.”


“Glad to have been of help,” said
Millie, who then excused herself.


“That’s a fine woman you married,”
said John.


“She’s always had my back.  When I
was deployed, she stayed plugged into the politics of the Navy as much as she
needed.  She kept the knives holstered that would otherwise be in my back.”


…


“Howe speaking.”  Stanley Howe
answered the evening phone call, and his eyes lit up as he listened.  “Roger! 
I’m so glad you found the time to call.  We need to see you urgently.”  They
spoke for a while longer then Howe hung up the phone.


“Since we’re going to DC to pick up
your friends tomorrow in any case, we can meet Snyder for lunch near Langley.”


“There’ll be spooks everywhere,”
said Frank.


“Precisely,” replied Howe.  “He’ll
just be going out to lunch like every other spook.  There’s nothing suspicious
about that.”


Stanley Howe gestured for the men
to have a seat on the back patio where they could enjoy a refreshingly cool
evening and a glass of Scotch.  As they clinked glasses, John saw something
from the corner of his eye that caught his attention.  It was someone
approaching from the direction of the water.  John instinctively hit the deck
as he saw the man draw a weapon.  The man got one shot off before John took him
down with his shot.  He first turned to Frank, who was fine, then Howe, who was
clutching his arm and grimacing.


“You’re hit,” said John.


“Not that bad,” said Howe, wincing
with some pain, but holding himself on his feet.


The shot had hit his bicep, and
John took a quick look at Howe.  As long as it missed any artery he would be
okay.  “Go see who it was,” said Howe.


John ran down to the assailant,
rolled up the sleeve of the dead man’s sweatshirt, and saw the double dagger
tattoo.  He took the dead man’s gun, dragged the body to the water, and threw
it in.  It would turn up somewhere and nobody would be able to track the
identity.


John then returned to Howe. 
“You’ll have to get treated and then drop out of sight for a while.”


The neighbor’s door opened and an
older man with gray hair stepped out.  “We didn’t need this,” whispered John.


“Yes we did,” said Howe.  “That’s
doctor Hannigan, and he’s just what we need.”


The doctor walked over, and Howe
explained that this was something they needed to keep quiet.  Hannigan nodded,
his respect for Howe all the reason he needed to heed the request.  He examined
Howe carefully.  “I can clean you up in my house and get you on some
antibiotics easily enough.  Then I’ll take you to my place in Ocean City where
you can drop out of sight for a week or two.”


As they arranged the logistics,
Millie surprised them all by saying, “I guess I’m coming with you to Langley
tomorrow.”  They had expected Millie to accompany Howe to Ocean City, leaving
their meeting with Snyder in jeopardy.


“You’re okay leaving Stanley like
this?” asked a surprised Frank.


“If Gary Hannigan says he’s okay,
I’m not worried,” said Millie.  “I know what needs to be done Mr. Goworski, and
right now it’s getting your information into the right hands.  Now let’s pack
up and stay with my sister tonight.  I don’t think it’s safe here.”









Chapter 60:  At Laughlin


“Good morning Mr. Burrows.  I’m
Colonel Olsen March, and I’m the commanding officer here at Laughlin.  They
said you needed to see me immediately, but looking at you, I’d say you might
benefit from some time in our infirmary before we do anything else.”


“I had to drink contaminated water
to stay alive through the desert, Colonel, so I appreciate the offer.  But
first I have to tell you something very important.”


“What is it?”


“About 25 miles east of here,
there’s a large air base staffed by Chinese personnel.  Large cargo aircraft
are landing and taking off night and day, unloading heavy military equipment
and even fighter jets.  The General in charge is named Kim, but for whatever
reason, he takes his orders from an American civilian named Ellis.”


“We know about the complex down
there.  We’ve seen it on the satellite images.  But we haven’t we seen much
activity on radar, or during our patrol flights.”


“The flights come in low from the
southwest.  I guess that’s far enough to stay off your radar.  They take off in
the same direction.  I’m guessing that’s also to avoid detection.”


“That’s concerning, Mr. Burrows. 
I’ll be sure to send up a sortie to check it out.  We can’t be too careful
about what’s on our borders, after all.  I thank you for your efforts to report
this.  Now, can I take you to our infirmary?”


“I appreciate the offer, Colonel,
but I need to be sure you’re going to take action here.  The reason I went into
Mexico was to pursue armed trucks that were making incursions on US soil. 
They’d almost killed a good friend of mine, and to be honest, I have no idea if
he’s alive or not.”


“You’re talking about Jason
Gilbert?  It was in the news.  I’m sorry to have to tell you, but he didn’t
make it.  Your disappearance has been in the news too.”


Burrows recoiled at the word of
Gilbert’s death.  He curled over, arms over his legs, starting to feel sick. 
He could not tell if it was from hearing the news, his hunger and exhaustion,
or from the water he had drank.


“I followed some raiders back
across the border, to see where they were based.  I thought it was going to be
a small drug smuggling operation, and that I would go to the press and
embarrass the Border Patrol over their stupid policies.  But what I found was a
force big enough to pull off D-day.  Now I’m going to embarrass the military. 
That is unless you go there and ‘discover’ it before I do.  Am I making myself
clear, Colonel March?”


“Very clear, Mr. Burrows.  And I
give you my personal guarantee, we will have the situation resolved before
you’re even released from the infirmary.”


“Thank you, Colonel.  I’m ready to
get checked out now.  By the way, where is everyone?  The base is dead.  There
are no flights taking off, and there couldn’t be more than a dozen troops from
what I’ve seen.”


“They’re mostly in Taiwan and the
Middle East.  There’s just nothing left stateside after the President deployed
everything we had.”


“Then you’re seriously outnumbered,
Colonel.  They could overwhelm you with what they have there in San Gustavo.”


“I respect that, Mr. Burrows.  Once
I can confirm the activities at the base, it should not be a problem to recall
sufficient forces to protect our borders.”


Colonel March accompanied Burrows
to the infirmary, where the doctor on duty gave him an intravenous to hydrate
him, along with a high dose of antibiotics to stop any infection in its
tracks.  March whispered something to the doctor, and Burrows was not paying
close attention when the doctor injected another substance into the IV bag.  Burrows
began to feel very groggy and fell into a deep sleep.


Back in his office, March was on
the phone before he even sat down.  “Derek, we got him.  He knew it was you in
charge.  He didn’t think it was just the Chinese.”


“Yeah, he could have blown it out
of the water.”


“He’s sedated now.”


“It shouldn’t be any problem
keeping him under for that long.”


“Oh really?  Yeah, I can do that.”









Chapter 61:  Dropping the Pretense


Hanna Morgensen brought CIA
Director Bill Connolly along on her morning visit to Torres.  “I thought I
would have Bill brief you in person on some unfortunate developments.”


“Sir, we targeted a list of
engineers working on the Chinese missile defense system.  We carried out a hit
in Hong Kong on one of the people on the list, but it turned out to be a high
ranking Chinese politician by the same name.  Go figure, Chinese names being so
similar and all.”  Connolly finished with a morbid chuckle.


“You assassinated a Chinese
politician?” asked Torres, wide eyed and aghast.


“That’s not all,” said Morgensen. 
“The idiot he sent to do the job got caught.  He wasn’t counting on the kind of
security that attends politicians.  As soon as they find out who he is, there’s
going to be hell to pay with the Chinese government.”


“There should be plausible deniability”,
said Connolly.  “We won’t back our operatives when they screw up this badly.”


“Why are your operatives even doing
this?” asked Torres, nearly screaming, veins bulging in his forehead.


“Since you banned us from dealing
with the professionals at Morningstar, we’ve had to take on their roles
ourselves,” said Connolly.  “These are the results.”


Morgensen waited a moment for that
news item to be fully digested before continuing.  “That’s not all.  They’ve
mistakenly killed Chinese agents in Pakistan.”


Torres was numb by now, and simply
shook his head.  


“It was a drone strike, and our
intelligence indicated they were militants opposed to US activities in
Afghanistan,” said Connolly.  “The intelligence was mistaken, and they were
Pakistani regulars with Chinese attachés.”


“And who authorized you to carry
out any of these attacks?” asked Torres.  


“It was my understanding from
Secretary Morgensen that you did,” said Connolly.


“Hanna, would you please leave us?”
asked Torres.  She stood up and left without a word.


“Mr. Connolly, can you show me a
memo with my signature on it which specifically authorizes any of this?”


“No Sir, it was all verbal.”


“Then I could have you charged with
murder, or treason.”


“Don’t be ridiculous, Sir.  I was
acting in the national interest, and you know it.”


“And who in your opinion defines
the national interest, Mr. Connolly?  The CIA Director or the President?”


“Presidents come and go,” said
Connolly.  “If it was the President, we’d have chaos.  The bureaucracy, working
together with the corporate entities, has always defined our national
interest.  With all due respect Sir, your skill set is suited only to sell the
decisions to the public.”


“I also have to answer to foreign
governments when you murder their citizens.  I demand you clear every decision
with me first.”


“That’s simply not practical.  We
would never be able to act quickly enough, and your political cronies would
leak information all over the place.  If this is not okay, I can resign.  But
then you’d have two high profile resignations at once, and the rumors would
start flying.”


“I will confer with my Attorney
General, and we’ll decide together whether you will be charged, Mr. Connolly. 
If you are, you will resign in disgrace.”


Bill Connolly shrugged as if he
could not care one way or the other what Torres had to say.  He stood up and
left without a word.


Several minutes passed, during
which Torres became aware of a conversation taking place outside his office. 
It did not last long.  Morgensen walked back into the Oval Office and went
right on offense.  “If you hadn’t been such an obstructionist at the beginning
and approved the covert operation, they would have kept you in the loop at
least as a formality.  Instead they had to keep it from you, and now you’re going
to lose face when you have to back down on your threats to Bill Connolly.”


“Suppose I don’t back down, Hanna. 
Suppose I go on the air and tell them the truth about who runs the government. 
Suppose people knew they were electing a figurehead who executes the will of
the elite with no regard for the people?”


“If you forced us to drop the
pretense, we would reluctantly do so, Mr. President.  Do you really want a
United States with a formal oligarchy, out in the open?  Because that’s where
this is heading if you follow through.”


Torres stewed for a few moments,
looking at the Cobra with such hatred that even she appeared to show
some fear.  “That’s not what I want, Hanna,” he finally said.  “But I do want
to be kept in the loop for anything we do as a government, where I will be held
to account by those who believe the pretense.”


“That can be arranged,” said the
Cobra, actually showing relief that she had won that standoff.  She stood and
left in a bit more of a hurry than was customary for her.









Chapter 62:  A Stunt


Bill Connolly left the Oval Office
and went straight to see Tyler Matheson, the Defense Secretary, who was in the
White House for a meeting with Torres.  Connolly waited patiently until he was
done.  “Hey Tyler, I have something I need to discuss with you.”


“Sure thing, Bill.  What’s up?”


“Let’s go out for some lunch.  I
don’t want to talk here.”


The two men took a cab to a private
café in an upscale part of Georgetown that looked like any other mansion from
the outside.  Access was to members only, and while very expensive, cash never
changed hands on site.  They took a table off in the corner.


After the pleasantries, Connolly
began.  “I’m having difficulty with the Chief.  I can’t get him to appreciate
the importance of maintaining a dominant military position in the world. 
Morgensen and I were rebuked pretty strongly today.”


“I would’ve thought Morgensen the
root of the problem,” replied Matheson.  “She’s the one who pushed him to over
commit our troops in the first place.”


“She’s definitely in favor of
forward positioning,” said Connolly.  “But we were pushing for building up the
forces at home also,” said Connolly, misrepresenting their meeting with Torres.


“He did seem a little out of sorts
when I met with him after you were done.”


“Tyler, there’s no way to really
put this delicately, so I won’t try.  President Torres is out of his depth.  He
can’t cope with the demands of the job, he doesn’t understand what’s at stake,
and he knows he’s failing.  This can make him a little unstable at times.”


“I’ve suspected some of that
myself,” said Matheson empathetically.


“So while the ideal way to
accomplish the right thing is usually to convince the Chief of it, sometimes
you have to be a little manipulative, if you get my drift,” said Connolly.


“I understand.  Morgensen does it
all the time, in plain sight.”


“Right.  But she pushes her own
agenda.  If you want to build up the home defense, you’ve got to do your own
manipulation.”


“I’m not much good at that, Bill. 
It’s pretty much straight up with me.”


“You’re an honest man, Tyler,” said
Connolly.  I appreciate that about you.  But as I said, I’m on your side here,
and I have some skill in that department.”


“And what’s in it for you, Bill?”


“I owe some favors to the Defense
industry, and they can be generous after you retire.  They know this can’t
happen without your okay, so you won’t be left out either.”


“I’ve seen how generous they are to
my predecessor,” said Matheson.


“That’s done for you to see.  When
you retire, they’ll be generous to you, for your successor to see.”


“So what did you have in mind?”
asked Matheson, showing genuine interest for the first time.


“How would you like to help me
stage a little stunt that exposes our vulnerability?” asked Connolly.


“Am I going to take the heat?”


“No.  If there’s any heat, it’s my
fingerprints that’ll be all over it,” said Connolly.


“What do you have in mind?”


“There’s going to be a Hall of
Heroes ceremony at the Pentagon in a couple of days.  That means all eyes will
be on the place.  We want access to the sub-levels of the Pentagon that
previous night.  In the morning, we’ll stage a little drill simulating a
takeover.  There will be several such drills around the country, but it really
needs the high profile one at the Pentagon.  When it’s all done, we’ll tell the
press it was a test of preparedness, and the system was found wanting.”


“The shit’ll hit the fan,” said
Matheson.  “They’ll figure out they have no defense.”


“Precisely.  The administration
will have to pretend they were in on it all along, so they don’t look even
worse.  Then they’ll have to build up our forces at home.  How can we lose?”


“What do you need from me?”


“Nothing much,” said Connolly. 
“Just access codes for the Pentagon.”


“Okay, I’m in.”


“Oh, and one more thing,” said
Connolly, making it seem a trivial request.  “I’d really like to add some drama
to it, and make it seem like we got hold of the launch codes for our nuclear
weapons.  That would really get the press’ attention.”


“As long as you promise not to
actually launch our nukes, I guess that’s okay,” said Matheson.


Connolly laughed.  “Yeah, the
headline ‘CIA Director Blows Up the World’ would be a bummer for my career. 
Don’t worry, I’ll keep you in the loop, Tyler.  On the night it goes down,
you’ll hear some weird reports from all over the country.  Don’t panic.  Come
by my house that morning and I’ll give you a full briefing.”


 









Chapter 63:  Langley


The trip from Annapolis to the
Virginia suburbs of DC took Millie Howe, John Corson and Frank Goworski through
what might be the only corridor of economic boom left in America.  That it was
funded by new government debt was lost on nobody.  But most who lived in the
area believed this boom could avoid the bust that affected rest of America,
since most of the debt was held by the central bank and as a rule, never
repaid.  In this last bastion, the attitude remained that deficits simply don’t
matter.


They reached Langley and arrived at
the Jefferson Deli, just down the street from CIA headquarters.  There was a
buzz in the room, as though everyone were talking about an event just breaking
in the news, and they felt they were the only ones not in the loop.


Snyder walked in within a few
minutes, his head hung low as it always was, looking grumpy as he always did. 
He quickly acknowledged the wave from Millie, and walked to their table, where
Millie made the introductions.


“Where’s Stanley?” asked Snyder
with a distracted affect that showed he was not exactly thrilled to be there.


“Hiding out,” said Millie.  “With
the trouble we’re facing, we thought it best for him to keep a low profile.” 
She left out the news he was wounded, instinctively not divulging more than
necessary.


“We understand you’ve been put on a
treadmill of busy-work,” started John.  “I wonder if it might be intended to
keep you busy so you can’t pursue something we think you possibly know about,
something that’s of serious concern to us.”


John’s cryptic comment elicited the
first sign of a smile from Snyder.  “I wouldn’t put it past that bastard
Connolly,” he said.  “He had me on a project where I couldn’t talk to myself in
the shower.  But it’s done and I’m not touching it now.  There’s already been
one spook killed over it.”


“Stanley’s been shot over it too,”
interjected Millie, finally showing her cards.  “He’s recovering right now, but
I felt this important enough to leave him, to see to it that you help these
gentlemen.”


“What makes you think you’re onto
the same thing?” asked a now softened Snyder.


“Because nothing else could be
going on simultaneously with something this big,” said John.  “My friend Robbie
was murdered after he found something out.  Frank here was almost killed.  Both
were employees of Helsing-Tilbury shipping.”


The expression on Snyder’s face
changed instantaneously and dramatically at the mention of Tilbury.


John continued.  “What they
stumbled on were multiple irrational financial transactions that started in
earnest after the takeover.  The trail led directly to San Marcos, an island
off Panama that Tilbury’s new owners had bought outright.  Our colleagues checked
it out and found a compact city of cargo containers converted into troop
carriers, along with large caches of small arms.  The containers are probably en
route to US ports right now.  Those ports have security provided by a new
subsidiary of Morningstar Security Services.  We visited one in New Jersey and
found them to be rehearsing a quick unload of the containers, with more
security officers than union guys doing the work.  We think the Chinese are
behind this, and that this is the first phase of an invasion force to occupy
the United States.  The Chinese have a large military base in northern Mexico
where at least a segment of the supporting forces might originate.  There’s
probably more, but that’s what we’ve learned.”


Snyder started to turn red in the
face.  “That shit eating bastard, Connolly!  He’s in on it.  That’s why my
reports went straight to him, and only him.  And why I’ve been doing this crap
that nobody cares about.”


“I take it this all rings a bell,”
said Frank.


“Sure as hell does.  The Chief
himself told Connolly to get a report on Morningstar and Derek Ellis.”


“We’ve made his acquaintance,” said
John with a bitter expression.


“After the Chief banned them from
government contracts, they were as good as sunk,” said Snyder.  Then Ellis
loaned millions of his own money to Morningstar and kept it completely intact. 
No layoffs, nothing.  Nightwatch comes in soon after that, I think.  Tilbury
was the mystery to me.  We had a dossier on them, ordered up after the
takeover.  But when I saw it any mention of the takeover was gone.  Central
details, like who it was that took them over.  Not only that, but the Agent who
developed it was bumped off.  Have you heard about the DC area sniper?”


John nodded, and Snyder continued. 
“Well, our guy’s ballistics reports are sealed.  None of the other victims’
reports are sealed, only his.”


“Couldn’t that just be a CIA
thing?” asked Frank.


“If it was a low-level seal, say to
keep the report away from the media, yes,” said Snyder.  “But I can’t access
them, and it takes the permission of the FBI Director to see them.  That’s
extraordinary.”


“And it means the FBI Director may
be complicit,” said Millie.  “Gentlemen, be very careful.”


“Robbie Linssman went to the FBI
with his suspicions and he’s dead.  It fits with the evidence, that’s for
sure.”  Frank stopped himself before saying anything about the FBI’s interest
in them, deciding that this knowledge would only complicate matters with the
CIA Agent.


“Did your report reach the
President?” John asked of Snyder.


“Very improbable.  The Chief’s too
busy and too impatient to read our reports.  In any event, I keep my reports
dry.  I describe facts and avoid interpretation.  Connolly would have given the
Chief a short note in his regular briefing, but if that sniveling chickenshit
is what I think he is, he’d have given it a spin to make it seem like a dead
end.”


“So who can we tell what we know?”
asked Frank.  “Who’s in a position to do something with the info, and won’t
kill us for the effort?”


“Nobody,” said Snyder flatly, as he
poked the remnants of his sandwich.  “If you want to stay alive, you don’t tell
anybody.”


Snyder looked up at them and
noticed their astonished expressions.  “What?  Shit like this happens every
once in a while.  Most likely China’s trying to make some point to the
administration about the debt level, or their involvement in Taiwan, or
something equally boring.  They’ll show us we’re vulnerable and point made,
they’ll stand down.  But next time there are negotiations, we’ll have less to
say when it comes to making our declarations and expecting China to just take
whatever we dish out.  Half the cabinet can be involved in something like this,
so you’d be running into a machine gun nest if you tried to say something.”


“People have been killed here, Roger. 
Does that sound like a game to you?” asked Millie.


“They kill people all the time over
things that make you scratch your head,” answered Snyder.  “Yeah, sometimes it
is a game.”


“Don’t you have some sworn duty to
protect the country?” asked Frank.


“Nope, I’m not military.  My sworn
duty is to myself and my family.  I’m not dying now, not over some stupid
plot.”


“Could we go to the Washington
Post?” asked Millie.  “We could get some publicity, and then they’d have to
act.”


“Ha!” mocked Snyder.  “Connolly’s
on their speed-dial list.  Let me be perfectly clear.  We’ll all live longer
and happier lives if we just shut up.  When it goes down, you’ll know it after
the fact.  There will be a few headlines and then it’ll fade into the mists of
history.  Our attentions will turn to the next sex scandal quickly enough.”


There was an uncomfortable silence
for a while until John spoke up.  “Roger, I respect your reluctance here.  I
was with the SEC at one time and saw the corruption at work there.  I stayed
with it a lot less time than you did, but I came to hate what the institution
of the United States has become.  But I’ve also been away from it long enough
to realize that I still love America.  I can tell the two apart.  My closest
friend died because he thought the threat was real.  He loved America too.  So
I’m in a quandary here.  I’ve been sucked into this and I can’t get uninvolved
now.  I intend to report what I know.  I’d like to report it to someone
trustworthy, but failing that, I’ll go to the CIA and tell the story, all the
way up to Connolly.  His first instinct will probably be to dispose of me.  But
if I tell a lot of people along the way, maybe he can be convinced that he
can’t get away with it and shut the whole thing down.  I’ll probably fail.  But
I can’t live with myself if I do nothing.  I hope you can live with your
decisions.”


“Chief Torres is probably the one
guy in the administration who’s clueless about what’s happening,” said Snyder,
now engaged but still negative.  “But this America you love, the America of the
people?  It’s not his America.  He was put there by the elites because he’s one
of them.  His heart pumps elite blood; I think his farts even have an elite
smell.  The only commoners he even notices are those in their proper place of subservience.”


John nodded to acknowledge Snyder’s
point, and took a drink of his ice tea.  “I will make him care.  This is no
negotiating tactic.  President Torres’ only hope is the allegiance of the
people.  The elites will drop him like a hot potato once their plot hatches. 
His disconnect with the people makes him so vulnerable, it’s hard to imagine
the plotters didn’t factor that in as a major asset in their favor.  He has to
appeal to those people, and the people need him to lead them.  He may be regarded
by the people as a bad President, but he’s the only one we have right now.  And
they know it.  He has to get past his history and attitudes.  If he doesn’t,
Morningstar will make him an offer he can’t refuse.”


Snyder gave the appearance of being
even more irritated, if that were even possible.  “Fine,” he mumbled.  “I have
someone I could talk to who might have a way of getting you close.  But I’m
risking my neck here, and I don’t like it.”


“So are we,” said Millie.  “We all
have a chance, every so often, to do something extraordinary.  That’s where
small actions have outsized consequences.  It might only be once in your life. 
But that once will define you forever.”


John looked at Millie gratefully,
for putting his feelings into words.


“Let’s step out for some sun,” said
Snyder, having noticed everyone was done eating.


Once outside, Snyder motioned for
them to get into his car.  “Check out my new Lexus,” he said, louder than was
necessary.


They sat in his car and he
activated the built-in phone.  “It has this cool phone where you can all hear
me, and we don’t have to be in the freaking Deli or parking lot, where three
guys from the Agency glance over every now and then.”


Snyder made a call on the car’s
system.


“Hello.”


“Hi Helen.  It’s Roger Snyder.”


“Roger, it’s been a while,” came
the reply, in a delighted tone of voice.


“Yeah, I’m sorry about that. 
They’ve been keeping me busy lately.”


“I’m guessing you’re calling for
Matthew.  He’s on duty until late tonight, and as you know, they don’t allow
calls at the office.”


“I understand, Helen.  I’ll wait
until he’s home.  Please ask him to call me, even if it’s late.”


“Is it urgent?”


“We’re the government.  Everything
is urgent,” said Snyder with a chuckle.


“Got it.  I’ll tell Inspector
Clouseau to call Agent Smart,” she replied playfully.


Snyder disconnected the call and
then turned to the group.  “Matt Simpson is an old friend who’s on the Secret
Service White House detail.  I figure he’s worth a shot.  He’s the only person
I know who sees senior cabinet members regularly.”


As they got out of the car, Frank
shook the Agent’s hand and as an aside asked, “It seemed like everyone was
buzzing in there, talking about something that’s happened.  Do you know what it
is?”


“Some plane crashed this morning,
headed out of Costa Rica and into Miami,” said Snyder.  “We’re trying to sort
out a lot of details in a hurry in case there was an act of war or anything.”


“Oh God!” said John, his stomach
sinking in his abdomen.  “They were supposed to be on that flight.  Roger, can
you get the passenger manifesto?”


“Yeah, I probably have a copy in my
inbox.  You worried about anyone in particular?”


“Lyle Ferguson and Jessica
Linssman.  Please check for me.  She was like a daughter to me.”


“I’m sorry John.  I’ll check.”









Chapter 64:  A Change of Plan


The previous day in San José


Early in the morning, Lyle and Jess
stopped at the US consulate in San José, where they were furnished with new
passports which Lyle used to obtain a new charge card.  He booked their flights
out of San José and into Miami with a connection to Washington Reagan airport. 
They’d be airborne by nine the following morning.


Having attended to their itinerary,
they walked around San José for much of the morning, stopping for lunch at a
small restaurant across from the National Theater building.  They sat outside
so they could admire the architecture.  “It reminds me of the one in Prague,”
said Jess.  It’s beautiful.  “I can see why Dwight moved down here.  Would you
ever do that?”


“I won’t leave Kingston as long as
dad’s alive.  After that, I guess it will depend on what I have in the way of
family ties of my own.”


“I guess I got there before you.  I
lost my mom years ago and well, you know about my dad.”  For the first time
since they started their trip, her face seemed to show traces of sorrow.


Lyle put his hand on her shoulder,
and said, “I’m sorry Jess.  I’ll be there for you, in whatever way turns out to
be the right one.”


“Thanks Lyle, that means a lot to
me.”


After lunch they walked slowly back
to Dwight’s.  Lyle was about to ring the buzzer when he noticed the gate had
been pried open, the metal around the lock twisted out of shape.  “Keep walking
Jess,” he said.  Looking back over his shoulder, Lyle saw a tall Caucasian man
in a suit and sunglasses step out of Dwight’s house to follow them.  He nudged
Jess to warn her, and they started to run.  They turned a corner and ducked
into a shop before the pursuer managed to make the turn.  They watched
discreetly from the shop window as the man ran past them and farther down the
street.


Once the man was down the street
and out of view, Lyle and Jess ran out of the shop and back in the direction of
Dwight’s house.  But they were not quick enough.  The pursuer turned and saw
them.  Around the next corner they ducked into an alleyway.  The pursuer turned
the corner and seeing them nowhere, realized they had probably hidden.  Weapon
drawn, he walked down the street slowly, peeking between houses.  Waiting in
the alley, Lyle found a sturdy piece of lumber about four feet long.  When the
pursuer’s outstretched gun hand came into view, he swung the wood as hard as he
could.  The pursuer dropped the gun and gripped his arm in pain.  Lyle kicked
him in the groin and for good measure whacked him across the side of the head.
Lyle picked up the gun, then dragged him into the alley before running back to
Dwight’s house.


The door to Dwight’s house was ajar
and the house had been searched.  It was not as much of a mess as Lyle’s office
after the break-in there.  They’re looking for people, not papers,
thought Lyle to himself.  He then rounded the corner to the kitchen and
gasped.  Dwight was lying on the kitchen floor in a pool of blood, with his
throat slit open.  Jess started to tremble, and tears coursed down her cheeks. 
Lyle ran to the wood box in the corner of the room, took Dwight’s gun and ammo,
then took Jess’ hand and led her out of the house and down the street. 
“There’s nothing we can do for Dwight now,” he said to Jess, putting his hand
on her shoulder.  


They flagged down a cab to get
across town where they took a room at a small Inn and settled in.  Lyle lay
back on his bed, cold and expressionless, except of the glint of moisture in
his eyes.  He looked helplessly at the locked bathroom door, where he could
hear Jess weeping audibly, occasionally throwing up.  It a good half hour
before Jess came out of the bathroom, red around the eyes and looking
completely drained.


Lyle sat up when she came back into
the room.  He wanted to comfort her, but he had little left to give.  At a
loss, he took her hand, and pulled her next to him on the bed.


“We led them to him, and they
killed him to get to us,” said Lyle, his voice quivering.  “Dwight was like a
brother to me when I was younger.  We fell out of touch, but that doesn’t
change how close we were.  It’s hard for me right now.”


Lyle was quiet for about a few
moments, then added, “I guess this is not even equal to what you faced, Jess. 
I’m sorry.”


“I understand,” said Jess.  She
gave him a long embrace and they held each other silently for several minutes.


“How do you think they tracked us
to Dwight’s?” she asked, finally pulling away.


“It wouldn’t be from the
consulate.  We didn’t go back to his house from there.  My guess is they
followed the bus into San José.  When we didn’t return to Contadora, there were
only so many places we could go, so they covered them all.  They were probably
told people matching our description got on the bus, and that was enough.”


“I don’t think getting on that
plane tomorrow would be too smart,” said Jess.


“Yeah,” said Lyle, still not
completely composed.


“Do you remember what Dwight said,
that if he had to flee, he’d take a cruise ship,” said Jess.  “You think he was
serious?”


“I do,” said Lyle.  “There’s safety
in numbers.”


They went on the internet and
booked a cruise from Puerto Limòn to Fort Lauderdale, leaving the following
evening.  The quickest route he could find stopped in Colon, Panama.


“A cruise,” said Jess.  “Until an
hour ago, I felt like we were on an exotic vacation.  But now the thought of a
pleasure cruise feels surreal.  All I feel is grief.”


“Me too,” said Lyle.  “Right now,
it’s just about surviving and doing something with our information.”









Chapter 65:  Basel


It was an old building on the South
bank of the Rhine where the three visitors waited in a lavish sitting room. 
Ornate furniture with velour upholstery, high ceilings with wood carvings and
gold inlays at the tops of walls, and deep pile carpets welcomed the visitors. 
A fresh pot of coffee sat on the table, along with fresh fruit and light
pastries, all served on fine silver and delicately detailed porcelain with
decorative gold plating.  From the windows of the upper-storey room they could
glance north across the Rhine at attractive old buildings with colored
facades.  To the right was a bridge whose architecture spoke of old-world
charm, and in the background were the forested hills of the border between
Switzerland and Germany.  There was enough sun passing through the thin clouds
to bring out the colors in the architecture.  But enjoyment of Basel’s beauty
was not on the agenda today or any day these visitors came.


A large, dark hardwood door at the
end of the room opened, and the porter motioned for the guests to follow.  Once
in the hallway, the porter closed the door behind them and with it vanished any
outside light.  They walked down a dimly lit ornate hallway with carved wood,
dark red hues of paint and gold leaf on many surfaces.


The porter opened the door at the
end of the hallway and showed them into a barren room with dark walls and
overhead spot lights that illuminated only the three armchairs waiting for
them.


Opposite them and barely visible in
the dark were two tables angling away from them towards the center.  Between
the two tables sat a large formal chair on a pedestal, about a foot off the
floor.  This chair was always vacant.  At each of the long tables sat three
men.  A second bank of lights was above the long tables, angled towards the
visitors, making it impossible to discern any features on those sitting at the
tables.


After they sat down there were
several minutes of complete silence.  This was always an awkward time, since
the visitors did not understand its purpose, but they dared not say anything. 
At last, a voice broke the silence.  It came from Councilor One as he was
called here, and he spoke in flawless English but with an amalgam of various
Continental accents.  “We have completed the acquisition of the American
debentures from the People’s Republic of China.  You have done well Mr. Zheng,
to maneuver the Chinese government to divest itself.  As have you Ms.
Morgensen, for steering the actions of the United States to make the Chinese
see no alternative.”


Both Zheng and Morgensen bowed
their heads slightly to acknowledge the praise.  Councilor One spoke again. 
“Those holdings, together with those of several third world countries that
we’ve been able to acquire, when added to our fractional holdings through the
Federal Reserve System, now make us the holders of the majority of the debts of
the United States.  This has satisfied those among us who had expressed
reservations about our legitimacy in moving forward with our operation.  We
have reached unanimous agreement, and are now free to proceed.  On another note
Mr. Ellis, I have learned that the security of your logistical details has been
a little loose.”


Derek Ellis looked like his collar
had just tightened uncomfortably, but recovered his composure quickly. 
“Councilor, what you have learned is correct.  We had some loose ends.  We were
unable to capture the couple who visited San Marcos, but we may have succeeded
in interdicting their flight out of Costa Rica.  On the other item, we captured
two men linked to the original leaks of information that you were informed of. 
But when I learned how certain they were that they had discovered a plot by
China to occupy the United States, I felt they could be more useful to us if I
arranged for their escape.  I did this, and kept up a low level of harassment
to make them believe we were trying to stop them from delivering their message
to Mr. Torres.  This has hardened their determination to do so, and their
advocacy to him will be powerful.  Together with all the other evidence he will
see, this should make Ms. Morgensen’s task so much easier.  We also have a Border
Patrol Agent at Laughlin who will be coached to say basically the same thing.”


“The Council approves of your
creative solution, Mr. Ellis.  You may just have turned a small security
failure into a great propaganda success,” said Councilor One.  “Now please
update us on your status with the logistics of the operation.”


“I can inform the Council that
everything is moving forward according to plan,” said Ellis.  “The containers
are on their way and the ports are ready for their arrival.  San Gustavo is mobilized
and ready to move.  Morningstar stands at the ready.”


“There will be time for Mr. Torres
to contact the Chinese.  Is there any danger of China stopping the operation?”
asked another Councilor, whom Ellis guessed to be Councilor Six.


“None, Councilor,” said Ellis. 
“General Kim has been shown the dossier we have on him.  If it were revealed to
the Chinese government, he would be executed.  He has also been paid
handsomely, with the promise of a lot more when the operation is complete.  I
believe this guarantees his motives will be aligned with ours.  Secondly, it’s
logistically improbable that China will even understand what is happening until
after the first phase is complete, which should be within the first 12 hours.”


“I’d like to add to that Councilor,”
said Zheng.  “The government of China has no idea of the size of force they
have in Mexico or San Marcos.  Any suggestion that it is invading the United
States would be met with utter disbelief.  And if it turns out to be the Torres
administration making that accusation, there will be derision on top of
disbelief.”


“Thank you.  Gentlemen, that is
what I hoped to hear,” said Councilor One.  “Now for you, Ms. Morgensen. 
Please update us on the status of your plans.”


“Councilor, so far everything has been
in order, but I have one element of concern that I will highlight after I
update you.  Homeland Security is prepositioned to shut down the transportation
grid in the United States and prepare the corridor for the forces at San
Gustavo.  Then once the operation starts, Mr. Torres will be presented with
incontrovertible evidence that China is behind it.  I’ll see to it that these
people Mr. Ellis has come across get a chance to see Mr. Torres.  We’ll delay
them just long enough to make sure the information is too late to prevent the
operation’s commencement.  But what concerns me Councilor is Mr. Torres’
probable resistance to launching the counterattack.  The nature of our
objective will be seen by him as disproportionate to the attack.”


“That’s why we need an additional
element to the attack,” replied Councilor Two, to the right of the big chair. 
“Mr. Zheng, is the device ready?”


“Yes Councilor,” replied Zheng. 
“It is ready, in position and waiting for the order.”


“It must be employed with perfect
timing,” said Councilor Two.  “Just as the information of the earlier attacks
is being reported and understood, news of the device should be making its way
back to Mr. Torres, for maximum psychological impact.  You will have to
determine how word will get back and how long it will take in factoring when
the device is to be used.  Ms. Morgensen, you will work together with Mr. Ellis
to determine the perfect time.”


“Certainly, Councilor,” said
Morgensen.


“Are there any other questions or
reservations?” asked Councilor One.


All three guests made gestures to
indicate the negative.  “You have all been loyal servants of the Council, and
your rewards will reflect this.  We are well aware of the gravity of what you
have been asked to do.  If there were another way to proceed, be assured we
would have chosen it.  But it can no longer be ignored that the resource
demands of the United States and China are unsustainable, and so it is
incumbent on us to take corrective action.  The removal of China as an economic
factor will give us some much needed breathing space, while our full control
over America will allow us to implement the final elements of our agenda. 
Henceforth, the Council will decree the laws of the world, and you will be the
leaders in their implementation.  Are you ready to remake the world?”


“Yes, Councilor,” said all three,
essentially in unison.


The door behind them opened and the
porter ushered them back to the sitting room, from which they quickly made
their way back to the airport and the private jets that were waiting for them.









Chapter 66:  Access Difficult


“You want me to bring three
complete strangers into the White House to see the Chief?  Have you gone nuts,
Roger?”


“I could be with them if that
helps, Matt.”  Roger Snyder was now doing his best to help get the group into
the White House.


“We don’t even let CIA
Agents in here,” said Matt Simpson.  “Most of us still think your agency was
behind the JFK murder.  So no, that won’t help.”


“It’s a matter of absolutely the
highest importance to our national security,” said Snyder, now realizing he was
sounding like one of the brass.  “It’s not the regular bullshit use of those
words, either.  You know me, Matt.  I don’t panic like this without good
reason.”


“I’d be fired before you even got
to his office.”


“Matt, there’s an invasion force on
its way to America.  What else should I do?”


“Why not speak to a cabinet member
first?  If you can convince him, then you might get your chance.”


“Half the cabinet is involved,”
said Snyder.  “Connolly sure as hell is.  Nothing happens without Morgensen’s
involvement, so she’s out of the question.  They tried Levine, but he’s off
kissing donors’ asses.”


“So you want someone more obscure,
with no real power but a little influence,” said Simpson.  “Kurdistani might be
a good choice.  As National Security Adviser, he has no say in what happens,
but he could arrange something.  The Chief has regular meetings with him.”


“Can you arrange that?”


“Possibly.  Kurdi waits around
quite often, usually while Morgensen monopolizes the Chief.  It’s often me and
him waiting around together, and he doesn’t mind chatting about most stuff. 
Still, I’ve never asked him for something like this.”


“Please talk to him and set up a
meeting.  It can be away from the office, wherever.”


“Okay, I’ll do my best.”


…


The next day, Morgensen walked
right past Mansour Kurdistani and into the Oval Office, not even taking the
trouble to knock.  With the door still open, she walked straight towards
Torres’ desk.  “You need to see these,” she said, as she handed him a small
stack of reports.  “You want to know what’s going on.  Well I’m going to fill
you in.  Matheson and Connolly aren’t telling you the full extent of Chinese
hacking into our Defense systems.”  She turned around, noticed that the door
was still open then walked back to the door and closed it.


Outside the Oval Office, Kurdi was
standing near Matt Simpson, who decided that there was never going to be a
better opportunity to make his case.  Simpson deliberately made eye contact
with Kurdi – something he would not normally do – and then glanced at the door
that had just been shut.


Kurdi noted Simpson’s gesture and
allowed a simple comment.  “Yeah, they are having some diplomatic tensions with
China.  I don’t think it’s anything unprecedented.”


“Sir, I know I’m probably crossing
a line here,” said Simpson.  “But I’ve been asked to speak with someone about
evidence that China is about to invade the United States.  I didn’t believe it
at first, but I do now, at least enough to risk my career by mentioning it here.”


“Good God, Matt, what are you
talking about?” asked Kurdi, astonished.


Simpson, already tense before he
began speaking, now looked as stiff and gray as if rigor mortis had set
in.  “Sir, I’m requesting that you take the time to meet with my contacts. 
Security will be easier if it’s away from here.”


Simpson braced himself for what he
feared would come next.  But instead of calling for a Secret Service
supervisor, Kurdi stared at Simpson for a few seconds, looked at the floor for
a few more as if wondering which would cause him greater harm – meeting with
probable wackos, or risking the possibility that they might be right.  He then
looked back at Simpson.  “When do you finish your shift today?”


“I’m done at five.”


“Here’s my phone,” said Kurdi. 
“The line is secure.  Call your people and tell them to be at your house at
six.  Then give me directions and we’ll meet there.  Don’t have your wife cook
anything for us.  If this is crap I’m out of there in minutes.  If not, you’ll
be coming back here.”


…


Kurdi was quickly persuaded by the
evidence presented by John Corson and his colleagues.  However, reaching
President Torres would be a more complicated matter.  All inquiries were met
with the reply that the President was busy reviewing important documents provided
by Secretary Morgensen.  She insisted that he spend the evening reviewing
evidence of Chinese cyber-espionage.  By the time he was done, he was so
exhausted that he simply conceded the Cobra’s case, just to be able to put it
behind him.  Hard work is not a problem for me, he thought to himself.  The
problem, and the reason Presidents always turn gray, is because there’s no
escape from the demands, and no control over the agenda.  You can’t just go
home and escape at the end of the day.  It was in this frame of mind that
Torres gladly accepted an invitation from Carson Stahl to join him for a round
of golf the following morning.  He also left strict instructions that he was
unavailable for any meetings that day.


Kurdi came in the following morning
and despite his aggressive requests, could not be put in touch with Torres.  He
was accustomed to this sort of treatment, since he was not a true power
broker.  Out of desperation, Kurdi did the next best thing he could think of. 
He approached the power he knew worked behind the scenes, Hanna Morgensen.  She
was not able to meet with Kurdi today either.  But after explaining the
situation to her receptionist, he was finally able to secure a meeting with her
first thing the following morning.









Chapter 67:  Burrows Speaks


Cam Burrows had no idea how long he
had been asleep.  He was still groggy, but the doctor was now speaking to him
and demanded his attention.  “Mr. Burrows, can you hear me?”


“Am I still at Laughlin?”


“You are indeed,” said the doctor. 
“I’ve kept you sedated while you fought the infection.  You had a nasty E.
coli infection that could have destroyed your kidneys.  We had you full of
antibiotics and also did some prophylactic cleansing.  It would have been
pretty painful had you been awake.”


“Thanks, Doc,” said Burrows.


“There’s someone here who wants to
see you, so I’ll excuse myself now and let the two of you talk.”  The doctor
left, and Burrows was alone with Colonel March.


“Did you find anything, Colonel?”


“We sure did.  Everything you said
was true.  I didn’t believe you at first, but we did some surveillance and
learned it’s Chinese cargo aircraft making the trip.  They hold enough fuel to
make it clear across the Pacific.  The rate at which they’re making the
crossing and the volume of cargo they can hold is staggering.  The base is a
serious threat to us, that much is clear.”


“So are you fortifying Laughlin?”


“No.”


“What?  Why the hell not?”


“Washington isn’t listening to me. 
Their mission in Taiwan and their buildup in the Middle East take priority over
the southern border of the US.  They just don’t get the scale of what’s
happening here.”


“That’s just typical,” said
Burrows.  “They won’t let us pursue anyone that crosses the border armed, and
now they’re not letting us defend our country.  With leaders like ours, it’s a
wonder we haven’t been invaded yet.”


“I agree with you 100 percent. 
That’s why I wanted to see you.  Your name is hot with the press right now.  If
I could get you to record a video of what you saw, then I’d put our footage
into it and make it really powerful.  We can leak it to the press to force
their hand.  What do you say?”


“Count me in,” said Burrows.


The recording session lasted the
better part of two hours, with Burrows asked to restate the case five or six
times.  The shots were done in short segments, so a misspoken word would not
ruin several minutes worth of recording.  By the time it was finished, Burrows
had said things so many different ways that the meaning of the message would be
determined almost entirely by the editing process.


Colonel March approached Burrows
and shook his hand.  “I want to thank you for that.  I think this will really
make a big difference in getting our story heard in Washington.  Now, why don’t
you come with me and have some real food.  You must be starving after being on
nothing but fluids these past days.”


“Thanks, I’d like that.  I’d like
to go home right after that if you don’t mind.”


“Certainly,” said March.  He led
Burrows down the corridor then opened a door for him.  Burrows walked through
it and March slammed it closed and locked it behind him.  Inside, Burrows
recognized too late the layout of the room.  It was a brig, a lot like the one
at San Gustavo.


Back in his office, March was on
the phone.  “We got the footage.”


“Yeah, it’s all there.”


“Connolly?  Sure, what’s his
email?”


 









Chapter 68:  Stahl Cautions


“I lost it with her Carson,” said
Torres, sitting in his golf cart with Carson Stahl.  “I threatened to go tell
the public how the country is run.”


“I would not have advised that,”
said Stahl.  “Granted, you probably did it out of frustration and you weren’t
thinking clearly.”


“They simply went ahead with a
covert program against the Chinese missile defense system without my
permission.  They killed the wrong people, and now they want me to cover for
them diplomatically.  How could I not lose it?”


“Ideally, you would have found a
way to be on board at the outset.  Then you might have been able to set
limits.  Still, this is uncharacteristically bold of them.  I’d be concerned
about this development and what it means going forward.”


They got out of the cart and took
their shots, then resumed the conversation again once in the cart.  The Secret
Service stayed close to them ever since the attempt on Torres’ life, and Torres
valued his privacy when speaking with Stahl.


“I finally backed down when she
told me in plain English that if I forced them to drop the pretense, they would
do so.  She asked if I was ready for an America where they ruled openly or
words to that effect.  And I could see in her face she was scared.  It wasn’t
just my rage that had her on edge.  She knows how to deal with that.  There was
something more to it.”


“Sometimes when a threat is made”
said Stahl, “it corresponds to something that’s being planned, or considered. 
As I said, this concerns me.  She may have been scared because she was afraid
of letting something slip too early.”


“I don’t have any real power to
push back if this is the way it’s going to be from now on.  How can I tell them
to conduct themselves in a certain fashion if they can tell me to shut up or
they’ll oust me?”


“As long as everyone agrees to play
the game, there can be unspoken rules governing how it’s played,” said Stahl. 
“It’s when the game is abandoned that everything goes out the window.  Going
public is still your nuclear option, Jackson.  You can only do that once, so
keep it to yourself unless there’s no other choice.  Don’t make that threat
ever again.  You can’t win the fight.  But if the fight comes to you, you can
make it impossible for them to win it.”


“That’s where I don’t see what I
can do, Carson.  My threat was hollow because the public doesn’t listen to me. 
When I speak, everyone changes the channel.  The next guy would come on the air
and say everything is fine, and nobody would change their minds.”


“How wrong you are, Jackson.  Your
speeches about some stupid jobs program or tax policy are justifiably ignored
because you’re full of shit when you deliver them.  But if you were to blow the
lid off the way things worked, it would change everything forever.  I don’t
want to see it come to that because it would be a disaster for the governing
order in the country.  Be very careful, Jackson.  Watch your back.”









Chapter 69:  At Sea


Jess and Lyle spent their first
days at sea weary of hope that they could return to the United States in time
to have any impact on the coming operation.  They stayed on the ship rather
than disembark at Colon, Panama.  They decided that in light of everything that
had happened, the ship was the safest place to be.  In any event, they had no
enthusiasm for sharing in any of the fun activities available to the
passengers.  Lyle made some calls and arranged for Dwight’s body to be returned
to Kingston for burial in his family plot.  That detail attended to, he found
himself past the point of worrying, and slowly started to think once again of
his surroundings, and of Jess.


They went to the fancy dinners that
were served on board, and while still dressed up walked outside after dark to
enjoy the stars.  Despite sharing a stateroom out of practicality, Lyle and
Jess respected each others’ need for privacy, each leaving the room when the
other needed time alone.  While they had developed obvious affection for each
other, the circumstances of their journey weighed so heavily on them that they
had not acted on those feelings.  At least not until now.


They were standing at the railing,
watching the dark ocean reflecting moonlight.  Lyle fidgeted a little, cleared
his throat, and said, “Jess, when we get home and you’re able to return to your
life and can make a truly free choice about the matter, do you think there’s
any chance I could see you again?  I mean regularly.  You know, maybe a date?”


Jess said nothing at first. 
Instead, she stepped closer to him, slipped her arm around his waist under his
sport coat and lay her head against his chest.  Looking up at him, she
whispered, “You bet, Lyle.”


Lyle’s heart started to beat so
strongly he was afraid she would hear it, but he gently put his arm around her
and they stood there for a while, savoring the moment.  It was interrupted by
the sound of a helicopter landing on the ship.  It looked like a US Coast Guard
chopper, thought Lyle.  It’s probably nothing, he thought to himself,
unwilling to let go of the moment with Jess.


After a time, then went inside to
one of the many bars onboard, and ordered some last drinks before bed.  They
spoke of home, and how life was before they were pulled into the adventure. 
Jess waxed enthusiastically of Lyle’s home in the Catskills.  But something had
changed.  There was a new depth to the way they looked at each other. Jess in
particular seeming to be glowing.


Finally walking back to their state
room, Lyle felt conflicted, his will to maintain platonic relations almost
gone.  But as they turned the corner, they were shocked to find security guards
standing outside their room.  Lyle turned and saw another behind him at the far
end of the hall.  There was nowhere to run and Lyle could no longer deny that
the Coast Guard chopper had probably come for them.  Morningstar sure has a
long reach he thought, fighting to stay composed.  He gripped Jess’ hand
tighter than before, and stoically approached the security guard.


“Are you Lyle Ferguson and Jessica
Linssman?” asked the guard.


“Yes, that’s us,” said Lyle.


“I have instructions to escort you
to the Coast Guard chopper,” replied the guard.


Their hearts sank in despair at the
realization that their worst nightmare may have just come true, banishing the
euphoria they felt just moments before.  They walked with the guard to the
helipad, and as the guard turned the corner out the door, Jess gave Lyle a
quick kiss.  Lyle looked at her gratefully, wondering where this would end up,
fearing it was likely in the ocean.  The Coast Guard pilot politely welcomed
them on board and showed them to their seats.  He made no indication of his
purpose with them.  They were quickly airborne, their dreams now on hold.









Chapter 70:  Operation Commences


Port
of Newark


“You’ll each be paid a bonus of
$200 for your work, on top of the overtime pay,” said the foreman.  


“For workin’ ‘til midnight?” asked
Joe Ricci.


“About midnight.  The unload has to
be complete by about then, in the order we’ve rehearsed.”


The men shrugged then went about
their work, glad for the extra money.  The work continued through the evening,
with the greenshirts directing traffic, as always.  


Braden Finnegan was doing his job
with only minor interest in the cargo being unloaded.  But then he heard
movement from within the container.  It was not just shifting cargo, a sound he
knew well.  This was different.  Almost as if – it couldn’t be, he
thought.  But he could not put the thought out of his mind.  


As they were finishing up, Finnegan
turned to Ricci.  “Joe, did ya hear anythin’ inside those containers?”


“Yeah, now that ya mention it. 
Almost like people movin’ around and talking.”


“Exactly what I heard.”


The two men finished their shift,
but after leaving the port, they parked their cars a short distance down the
street and returned to see what was happening.  


They saw the greenshirts form a
line from each container to the social facility.  They opened the container,
and a procession of men filed out, following the line to the facility.  After
some time, men started to emerge from the social facility, dressed in black.  


“Did ya notice the clothes that
came in yesterday?” asked Ricci.


“Yeah, but I had no clue what they
were for.  Now I know.”


The men walked to other containers
as directed by the greenshirts.  They opened them and started to unload
weapons.


“Do those guys look Chinese to
you?” asked Ricci.


“Yeah.  And they’re unloadin’
weapons.  What do ya’ think it is?”


“No clue.  But let’s get the hell
outta’ here.”


…


San Gustavo


It was the middle of the night in
Del Rio, Texas when houses started to rattle to the point where objects fell
off shelves.  Car alarms further broke the nighttime silence.  Many residents
awoke fearing an earthquake.  They quickly realized the rumbling was too steady
and prolonged for that to be the case.   It continued for several hours,
fraying nerves and prompting calls to Laughlin AFB to see if any activity there
might be responsible.  Colonel March took the calls personally, assuring
everyone that there was no military action that could explain the rumbling.


What the people felt was
technically an earthquake, though the cause was not seismic activity.  Ellis
had given the order to commence at midnight, and General Kim sent his convoy of
armored personnel carriers, tanks, and endless numbers of support vehicles
through the gate that Cam Burrows climbed over some days prior.  The pace was
deliberately slow, taking three hours to reach the Amistad Dam.  The sheer
number of heavy vehicles was sufficient to shake the ground for many miles.


…


Laughlin
AFB


The sentry felt the vibrations and
feared an earthquake.  He scanned the horizon with his binoculars, looking for
anything unusual that might confirm his suspicions.  The first shot hit him in
the temple, knocking him out of the tower to the ground in a pool of his
blood.  The shot was the signal for fighters armed with rocket propelled
grenades to launch an attack on any sitting aircraft, principally helicopters. 
The residual offensive capacity of Laughlin AFB was neutralized within the
first minute.  The next wave of fighters was armed with heavier rockets, which
took out the armory.  That accomplished, the fighters made their way to the
command center, peppering it with bullets and waiting for the expected
announcement.


Corporal
Everett Smith was on duty when the attack came.  He responded by going down his
checklist of things to do in an emergency.  Fortunately for Cam Burrows, one
item on the list was to release any soldier held in the brig.  Burrows emerged
from his cell in fatigues given him by his attendants.  As a result, he looked
like any other soldier.  “I don’t know you, but you’re free to go unless you
have a role in defending the base.”


“Thanks
Corporal,” said Burrows.  “I don’t have a role.  I was transferred here.  It’s
complicated.”


Before
he could finish speaking, explosions sounded in the compound.  Burrows ran
towards an emergency exit, while Smith briefly resumed his duties.  He
was quickly interrupted by the loudspeakers.


“This is Colonel March.  I am
ordering all troops under my command to drop your arms where you stand.  Report
to the main hangar, and do not engage in hostilities.  We are vastly
outnumbered, and fighting will only produce casualties.  And stay off the
runways.”


The announcement was right on time,
and the surrender of Laughlin removed the only significant possible source of
opposition to the advance of the San Gustavo forces.  Within a minute of
March’s announcement, the runway lights lit up.  Within five more minutes,
fighter jets started to land, 50 in all.  They were followed by several cargo
planes.  The base may have surrendered, but it was suddenly much busier than it
had been in a long time.


…


Lindbergh
Field, San Diego


Whether flirting and showing
cleavage on the job was considered unprofessional behavior or not, Kate Wilson
did not care.  The results it produced for her were overwhelming.  She was
magnetically beautiful and she knew it.  It was only three years ago that she
had started in technical support with Aerozoot Engineering, and now she was
Director of Technical Services and Client Support.  Her coworkers and superiors
were nearly all men.  Engineers with limited social skills.  Their self-esteem
needed a little extra attention from her, she reasoned with herself.  That it
advanced her career was a bonus.


Kate had long dark hair, a perfect
smile and curves that made men act silly.  She was waiting in a round departure
lounge in the San Diego Airport, otherwise known as Lindbergh Field.  She and
four coworkers were waiting for a redeye flight home after a conference they
had attended.


“So did you do anything fun while
you were here, Kate?” asked Russ Wiley, his shy closed mouth smile and slightly
hunched posture betraying his degree of social discomfort.


“Sure.  I went down to the beach
and joined a bikini contest” said Kate, flashing a brilliant smile.


“Do you have any pictures” asked
Russ, suddenly feeling tight around the collar.


“Of course, Russ” said Kate.  She
opened her laptop and called up fullscreen pictures of herself in a bikini that
had men from other groups turning their heads to check them out.


“Um, can I have copies of those?”
asked Jim Beamsley.


“Of course, Jim.”  Kate was always
happy to oblige her admirers.


The group was now completely
fixated on Kate.  Their imaginations took control of their senses, and they
were unable to see anything else.  They completely failed to notice the
commandos entering the lounge from one of the boarding gates and assembling in
the center of the room in front of the concession stands.  They were jolted
back to reality by the sound of gunfire as the commandos fired their weapons
into the ceiling of the room, shouting something in Chinese.


The whole room recoiled at the
sound and everyone was now paying attention.  The commandos were waving to the
walkway back to the main terminal, seeming to indicate they wanted everyone
out.  One man in a slick suit approached the commandos with a flick of his
head, a broad smile, and an extended hand.  The nearest commando raised his
weapon and fired a single shot into the man’s heart, killing him instantly. 
Everyone in the lounge, including Kate and her addled co workers, quickly moved
to the exit and left the airport.  How they would get home was not of interest
to the commandos.


After evacuating everyone from the
airport, the commandos set up checkpoints at the roads leading to the airport
terminals, and were shortly reinforced by arrivals in air transport planes with
significant firepower.


…


Miramar
Marine Air Base, San Diego


“They’re firing, Colonel!” screamed
Corporal Avery out of the telephone.


“Who’s firing?” demanded Colonel
Schneider.


“They look American, Sir.  I don’t
see any insignias, but the tanks and Armored Personnel Carriers are American.”


Schneider quickly got out of bed
and donned the battle uniform he used in training exercises.  He ran to the
command center and demanded to know what was going on.


“It looks like a simultaneous
attack on all Air bases,” said Major Neely.  “At first we thought it was some
kind of surprise exercise.  But when we tried to send up an F-16, they hit it
with a Stinger before it even got off the ground.  Captain Liss was killed.”


“Who is doing this?” demanded
Schneider.  “Has anyone communicated with them?”


“No Sir,” said Major Neely.  Just
then there was an explosion near the building they were standing in.


“That was the armory, Sir.  Not
that we had much to start with, but now we can’t mount any kind of
counterattack.”


“And we don’t have any battle
worthy planes here in any case.  Shit!” exclaimed Schneider.  “We’ve been
caught with our pants down.  What are our known casualties?”


“My best guess is between 10 and 20
dead or captured,” said Neely.  “There was some fire exchanged when they
crossed the perimeter, and any troops on duty at the time were neutralized. 
They came in from the West and hit our choppers before we could put anything in
the air.”


“Can Coronado send anything over to
help us out?”


“Sir, Coronado’s also under
attack.  They called for help right around when we were hit.  And they don’t
have a single flat top in port.  Everything’s over in Taiwan.  They tried to
use a destroyer to get troops over to the base, but the attackers had anti-ship
missiles.  They never even got close.  Hundreds are dead down there.  It’s no
better at Imperial Beach.”


“Then we can’t fight on,” said
Schneider.  “Major Neely, what is your recommendation?”


“Sir, I don’t see any alternative
but to surrender.”


“I didn’t spend my life training
and building an armed force to surrender on home turf the first time I’m
attacked, Major Neely.”


“Yes Sir, I agree.  Do you have an
alternative?”


Another explosion occurred nearby,
and now bullets were piercing the walls of the command center.


“No, I don’t have an alternative,”
said a deflated Schneider.  “Give the order to surrender.”


…


Amistad
Dam, Texas


“Do you hear that rumble?” asked Tim
Conroy.  


“What do you think it is, an
earthquake?” said Jim Burrman.  


It had been a quiet night at the
border checkpoint on the Amistad Dam, but things looked like they were about to
change for the two Agents.  Conroy stepped out of the office to take a better
look.  As he did so, the lights went out.  “Is backup coming online?” he
shouted back to Burrman.  


“It’s not responding,” said
Burrman.  “I’ll try it manually.”


Minutes passed, and still nothing. 
Conroy walked to the generator to find an exhausted Burrman ready to give up. 
“It’s completely dead.”


They walked back to the office and
found every electronic device to be nonresponsive, even those with battery
backup.


It was suddenly quiet.  The
rumbling had stopped, and anything running on electricity was incapacitated. 
It was the same on the Mexican side.


…


Ellis was in his conference room,
with Kim on the video screen.  “You may cross the dam,” he said.  “The EMP
pulse has knocked out communications at the checkpoint, and as expected,
Laughlin was a walkover.  Colonel March really came through.  My men nailed it
down in about 10 minutes.  Lackland took a half hour, and San Diego is almost
ready.  Then you can move fighters there also.  It’s important to keep
discipline, and not start any element too quickly.”


“Understood Sir,” said General
Kim.  “Is there any danger they might send a missile or something to blow the
dam?”


“If they even knew what was going
on and decided to do that, they’d spend the next four hours trying to get
permission to do it, since it would wipe out everything downstream.  That’s the
least of your worries, General Kim.”


…


The darkness at the Amistad Dam was
as short lived as the silence.  The rumbling resumed, and in minutes there were
lights visible.  Hundreds, or even a thousand heavy vehicles, it seemed.  “Jim,
I have a bad feeling about this,” said Conroy.  


“I think it would be a good time to
get the hell out of here,” said Burrman.  They got into their Border Patrol
vehicle and drove off into the night, leaving the border unattended.


…


Quantico,
Virginia


Over a hundred landing craft made
their way up the Potomac in the middle of the night.  Ten left the main group
and landed at Turner Field and made for the command center.  There were no
aircraft on the ground at the time, and their information said the base was
largely empty.  They fired their rocket propelled grenades at the command
center.  They only found a few staffers who promptly surrendered.  They were
about to report back that Quantico was secured, when the counterattack hit.  


Fire came from the perimeter,
taking down three Morningstar mercenaries.  The remainder quickly found cover
and returned fire.  “Can anyone see who’s shooting?”


…


Corporal Lance Grant had been
listening to his short wave radio an hour earlier.  He heard rumors of attacks
at various military facilities, including several battles in San Diego. 
Miramar was reported to have fallen.  Grant roused four colleagues, who grabbed
their M-16s and night vision goggles.  They then set up a post outside the air
strip.  When the landings began, they were ready.  “Okay guys, if he moves,
take him down,” said Grant.  


The first shots were easy, catching
the attackers by surprise.  But once alert to the danger, the mercenaries
adopted the techniques of counterinsurgency that had earned them their
reputations.  A group exchanged fire with the Marines, while two groups broke
off to the sides and made their way around the source of the shooting.


“Lance, they’re flanking us,”
screamed Bill Parnassus.


“Steady, Bill.  If you see him,
take him down.”


Parnassus took aim and hit one of
the mercenaries, who dropped to the ground.  He saw another scrambling away
from his fallen comrade.  He took another shot, but missed.  They’re sure
not Marines, he thought.  He stood up to get a better shot, when he was hit
from behind.  His chest exploded in front of him and he fell dead on the spot. 
The others instinctively drew in closer together, trying to stay out of the
line of fire.  They exchanged fire for another minute, when a rocket propelled
grenade found them.  They had slowed Morningstar and inflicted losses.  But
they gave their lives in exchange, and they had not stopped them.


…


South
China Sea


Flying that old Sea King helicopter
was never very satisfying to Grayson Miller.  He had joined the Navy to learn a
skill he could use later in civilian life.  Flying helicopters could earn you a
living, but only if your training was on modern helicopters with their
computerized operations.  The Navy was planning to retire the Sea King when and
if they ever cut back on operations and had a surplus, so there was no effort
made to modernize the birds other than updating their basic communications
equipment.  The Sea King was seen as the lowest helicopter assignment you could
have, and Miller was losing hope that he would soon be promoted and trained on
the newer Sea Hawk.


Late in the afternoon, Miller was
patrolling in the South China Sea near the disputed Dongsha Islands, a coral
atoll mostly submerged at high tide.  The only settlement of note was small
Pratas Island with its air strip and few buildings.  The Dongsha Islands were
administered by Taiwan but were only 200 miles from Hong Kong.  China had a
standing claim over the Dongsha Islands, and for this reason there were
constant air patrols to monitor any Chinese activities in the region.  All this
meant little to Miller, but he enjoyed flying over the region with its shallow,
circular, turquoise colored lagoon bordered by little more than sand bars to
the east and Pratas Island to the West.  The shallow lagoon and sandbars
reminded him of flying over the Bahamas, and he daydreamed of being back home
when he flew over this segment of the South China Sea.


Miller slowed as he flew over the
lagoon and savored the moment, the sun setting behind him.  In the distance he
saw a modern Sea Hawk helicopter approaching to relieve him.  He would return
to base, leaving the patrol to the luckier pilot.  Wistfully, he pushed forward
on the lever to increase his forward speed, but as he did so he noticed a
blindingly bright flash coming from almost overhead.  He scrambled to quickly
analyze what might have just happened.  His control of the helicopter was
intact but his radio and all other electronic equipment were dead.  He could
not speak to the other crew members, and supposed that the wireless devices in
their helmets were dead.  He could not contact anybody electronically.  His
thought went to contacting the approaching Sea Hawk visually.


As Miller scanned the horizon for
the Sea Hawk, he saw it in an uncontrolled descent to the water.  As he watched
it splash down, he thought it had retained enough rotor speed that the crew
would probably be unharmed.  He turned the Sea King in the direction of the
downed Sea Hawk, and noticed they had deployed an emergency raft.  Why had
they gone down when my old helicopter was flying just fine? he wondered.  Because
my flight controls are completely hydraulic while the Sea Hawk has an
electronic interface he concluded, suddenly feeling more respect for the
old bird.  Miller hovered over the raft deployed by the Sea Hawk crew while his
own crew winched them aboard, one by one.  He was unable to communicate with
the rescued Sea Hawk crew other than by hand signals, so he flew to nearby
Pratas Island and landed.


“Did you guys lose all
communications too?” asked the other pilot.


“Yeah, but the old bird could still
fly.  You went down.  I guess your computer went out?” said Miller.


“We lost everything,” said the
other pilot.  They looked at one another briefly, and each could see the look
of confusion in the others’ eyes.


…


Georgetown


Bill Connolly’s doorbell rang at
six in the morning, waking his security personnel.  They let an angry Tyler
Matheson into the mansion and awoke the Director.  Connolly dismissed his Security
Staff and walked to his study to meet Matheson.  


“This is no damn drill!” exclaimed
Matheson, angrier than Connolly had ever seen him.


“Calm down, Tyler, I told you it
would seem crazy.”  Connolly walked to his desk, sat down in his chair, and
motioned Matheson to sit at the guest chair.


Matheson sat down, but was in no
mood for explanations.  “It’s not a drill when my Air Force bases have scores
dead and some sort of special forces in control of the place.  And to think I’d
spent most of the night discounting the reports, telling everyone there’s no
need to panic.  I’m going to revoke your codes for the Pentagon, and change the
codes for our nuclear weapons.  I should never have agreed to this.  You’re
some kind of traitor.”


Connolly leaned forward a little,
picking up his pipe off the desk with one hand, the other below the top of the
desk.  As he leaned back, he kept speaking casually.  “Tyler, I’m telling you,
there’s a misunderstanding.  You’re hearing the dramatizations we’re putting
on.”


As Connolly leaned back, he raised
his hand above the desk, showing his gun for the first time.  Matheson’s angry
expression turned to terror for an instant.  Then Connolly pulled the trigger.


Connolly phoned a speed-dial
number.  “Matheson’s dead.”


“He said he kept them from
reacting, and when he realized what was happening, he came straight here.”


“You should be all set at the
Pentagon.  Morningstar can proceed.”


“One more thing.  I’ve dismissed my
security.  Get someone over here to clean up the mess.”


…


The
Pentagon


The Hall of Heroes ceremony
was scheduled for nine o’clock, and by seven, the Pentagon was starting to fill
with soldiers in dress uniforms, reporters, and dignitaries of all stripes.  TV
crews were set up everywhere they were permitted.  The Pentagon Force
Protection Agency (PFPA) was assembled with the honor guard, one of the few
times they were all in one place.  With the emptying of the nation’s military
bases, the PFPA was the largest single security force in the DC area.  


In charge of the ceremony was Diane
Ellison, social coordinator at the Pentagon.  Her vivacious personality and
good looks were indispensible to organize and manage social events.  The guests
assembled in the central plaza of the Pentagon, known since the Cold War as
“ground zero,” on the assumption that the first Soviet missile would strike
there.  The podium was set up, and by eight, most all the guests were present,
drinking coffee, socializing, and networking.  Ellison was working the crowd
expertly, but she was secretly growing anxious about the absence of the Defense
Secretary.  He was officially needed to introduce the guests, but unofficially,
he should be here right now to shake hands and chat.


“Ms. Ellison, do you know when the
Secretary is supposed to arrive?” asked the press corps.  “Any second now.  I’m
sure he’s just attending to some last minute business,” was the brave answer. 
She moved on to speak with a Senator passing by.


Nobody noticed when the doors they
had used to enter the central plaza closed, and locked.  The other doors were
all access controlled and closed, so nobody could know they had been overridden
from inside, and the guests were trapped, some five thousand in all.  The
cacophony of conversations continued uninterrupted until several doors opened at
once.  Everybody noticed the men dressed in all black emerge, carrying M-50
machine guns.  There was silence as everybody watched the men set up their
weapons at one end of the plaza.  When they took aim at the crowd, the silence
turned into panic.  “They’ve got machine guns!” shouted a man.


The guests made aggressively for
the opposite side of the plaza, running and trampling others underfoot as they
went.  The PFPA Agents and various soldiers in the crowd scrambled to get to
the front of the crowd to face the men in black.  It was pointless, as the
crush of people trying to escape the machine guns overwhelmed them.


The men in black looked at each
other calmly, and one gave a hand signal.  The guests began screaming
hysterically once the shooting began.  “For God’s sake, stop!” was heard
loudly.  “There’s women here!” was another.


Only a few people among the guests
even had a light sidearm, so it was a bloodbath.  The screaming reached a
fevered pitch as the guests realized that all of them were targets.  The
shooting continued uninterrupted for several minutes, until the screaming had
stopped completely.  Bodies were strewn everywhere within the plaza.  Diane
Ellison was on her back, blood flowing from one corner of her mouth, her eyes
glazed over.  The pile was so deep at places that nobody could be sure there
weren’t survivors piled under dead bodies.  The men in black threw grenades
into the piles of bodies, mostly dismembering those already dead.  As they
backed out the doors they had entered through, several stopped and for good
measure fired a dozen incendiary rockets into the plaza, creating a firestorm
so hot that nobody could survive.  More importantly from their perspective,
they had created a scene of incomprehensible horror at the precise center of
the American Defense establishment.


The sounds of the screams and
shooting, and the fire that followed, were observed by the media outside the
Pentagon, and reported live on the air.  Rumors of attacks all over the country
were coming in one after another.  The press covered all of them, even the
speculative rumors that could not be confirmed.  The reporters described each
one with the backdrop of a burning Pentagon, so every American watching TV
could see for himself the state of American Defense.


…


Homeland Security Agents were
positioned at checkpoints on the nation’s major highways at underutilized rest
stops, where all traffic could be routed through the rest stop.  Agents were
informed that they were looking for the terrorist cells that were responsible
for the Pentagon attack.  They knew that this would bring all highway traffic
to a standstill, but had no choice but to follow their instructions.


Some highways would not experience
gridlock.  One was the Trans-Texas Corridor from Mexico through Texas, where
all on-ramps were blocked off but traffic would be allowed to pass.  Similarly
open but for the on-ramps were spurs from this highway leading to key elements
of America’s oil industry.


Traffic at the periphery of most
major cities was curtailed by pickup trucks bearing large caliber machine guns
staffed by Chinese troops under the command of fluently bilingual Chinese
civilians.  The Chinese troops met no resistance in most cities.  A SWAT team
in New Jersey responded to a report of shots being fired at the Palisades
Parkway but was cut to pieces by large caliber machine gun fire.  Survivors
radioed in reporting what happened, and word spread quickly that the Chinese
had control of the cities and were willing and able to use lethal force.


Paratroopers from San Gustavo
secured major civilian airports not near sea ports and air transport craft
followed, landing supplies and heavy equipment at those airports.  Within
hours, military and civilian airports around the country became the bases of
operation for a new occupying power.  There was little resistance and before
long, the air space of the United States was fully controlled by Morningstar
security together with General Kim’s forces.  Any remaining American ground
forces, and there were few, were now operating under a hostile air umbrella. 
They had no ability to mount an armed response.


Aircraft from San Gustavo lastly
began to land on closed highways close to oil refineries, storage and
distribution facilities across the country.  With oil facilities secured,
America’s oil refining and distribution was under the control of the invading
forces.  Denial of energy could now be used against noncompliant communities. 
No oil or gas could be imported from abroad except through the ports and oil
terminals, now also under occupation.  If a counterattack were even possible,
it would risk destroying America’s energy infrastructure, leaving a completely
disabled economy in its wake.









Chapter 71:  Torres Informed


Kurdi sat in Hanna Morgensen’s
office first thing in the morning, together with John Corson, Frank Goworski,
Roger Snyder and Mildred Howe.  Kurdi’s phone rang and he said, “I’ll be right
back.”


When he returned moments later, he
was accompanied by Lyle Ferguson and Jess Linssman.  “I did some searching and found
these two cruising the Caribbean, so I had the Coast Guard pick them up off the
ship and flew them here.  I take it you know each other.”


John embraced Jess, turning his
head away from everyone to hide the tears now flowing freely.  “I was afraid
you’d been killed in the plane crash.”


“We scrapped that plan when it was
clear we’d been followed,” said Lyle.  “Still, we had no idea they’d take down
a whole plane to stop us.”


“When they picked us up off the
cruise ship, we weren’t sure who they were working with.  That was the scariest
part for us, not being sure if we’d be dumped at sea,” said Jess.


“Sorry for that part of it,” said
Kurdi.  “But I felt the quicker you got here, the safer you’d be.  Now I
apologize for not allowing more time for you to reacquaint yourselves.  Ms.
Morgensen has agreed to take us to see the President, where the whole case can
be made and the United States can respond appropriately.”


“I just hope it’s not too late,”
said Jess.  “The whole thing was already pretty much in motion when we left San
Marcos.”


John looked out of the corner of
his eye and noticed that as they were walking to the Oval Office, Lyle and Jess
were holding hands.  He let himself smile broadly at what he took to be their
happiness.


…


“Mr. President, these people have
discovered a plot by China to invade and occupy the United States,” opened
Morgensen.  “At first I didn’t believe it when Mr. Kurdistani told me, but the
satellite imagery shows it’s true.  And they say it’s now underway.”


Torres’ darted from the calm,
persistent scowl of Hanna Morgensen, to the faces of his visitors, and other
random directions.  The Cobra would not have brought them here if it weren’t
true, he was sure of that.  But she has an agenda.  She always does. 
And she would not be so calm if this was a surprise to her.  “Please,
tell me what you know,” he finally said.


John started to brief Torres on
what he had found by pursuing Robbie’s death, inviting Lyle to describe what
they witnessed on San Marcos.  Jess showed the photographs she had taken of the
facilities, and Torres was aghast throughout the presentation.  They were
suddenly interrupted by Gerry Levine, charging into the office in a panic. 
“Sir, there’s an urgent matter I need you to address.  We have a national
security emergency developing.”


“Let me guess, Chinese invasion of
our ports and a ground army crossing the Mexican border,” said Frank.


Levine’s eyes opened wider as he
looked at Frank, then back to Torres.  “Two of these men are wanted for
questioning by the FBI and should never have been allowed in here.  I’m going
to demand that Matthew Simpson be suspended from the Secret Service for
allowing this breach.”


Frank continued, “If you weren’t
tied up with your stupid fundraising, we could have told you about this four
days ago when there was still time to do something about it.”


Torres attempted to calm things. 
“Gerry is it true, that this is the emergency?”


Levine turned to Torres and
continued, “Yes, Sir, it’s true.  We’re under attack.  And there’s been a
massacre at the Pentagon.  Thousands are dead.  The press was already there, so
they’re all over it.  But we have to get these people out of here immediately.”


“Gerry, these people are the only
experts we have on the developing scenario,” said Torres.  He turned to the
Secret Service Agent at the door.  “Please take them to the situation room and
make them comfortable.  They’re staying a while.  Meanwhile I’d like to speak
with you Gerry, Ms. Morgensen and Kurdi a moment.”


Levine was frantic.  “Sir, the
Pentagon’s on fire.  Thousands are dead, people we know.  Secretary Matheson
was supposed to be there.”


Torres was having none of Levine’s
hysteria, and screamed at his cabinet members.  “How in bloody hell does all
this happen while the only people who knew it was coming are outsiders who
can’t get in to see me for four days after they’ve learned it?”  The cabinet
members said nothing, and even the Cobra looked at the floor respectfully.


“Levine, you’re dismissed,
effective immediately.  Kurdi, you’re in charge of the situation room.  The two
of you get out of here now.”


Levine and Kurdi left, and Torres
spoke with Morgensen.  “So what’s the game Hanna?”


“Obviously, elements of the
government are involved in this,” said Morgensen.  “You can’t just take over
the United States without some inside help.”


“And my army, the one you insisted
I send over to Taiwan because we didn’t need them here at home?”


“Better that they’re positioned
forward where they can confront the enemy on their turf.  That’s been United
States policy for years now.”


“Confront how, exactly?” asked
Torres.


“You need to bring in Tyler
Matheson.  Or if he’s dead, an Undersecretary of Defense, and craft a military
response,” said Morgensen, now appearing a little defensive.


“And after I do, you’ll tell me what
the response is going to be, Hanna.  So cut to the chase.  What are you going
to make me do this time?”


“An appropriate response would be
to deploy our troops to occupy strategic ports in China,” started Morgensen. 
“No point escalating things beyond that.  At least not yet.”


“What about securing our country?”
asked Torres.


“We sack the quarterback, Mr.
President.  The best defense is a good offense.  Then we can negotiate, after
we capture territory of equal value.”


“Let’s get everyone in the situation
room,” said Torres.  “We can go into executive session for decisions, but for
the discussion the whole group will be present.”









Chapter 72:  The
Situation Room


In the chaos that followed the
horrific news from the Pentagon and the abrupt dismissal of the Chief of Staff,
reports of troop movements in the DC area reached the White House
sporadically.  It was all Torres could do to keep his team focused, and above
all, away from TV sets.  Throughout the White House, people were weeping, or
looking like they were completely in shock.  One of the first reports received
was of the occupation of the NSA and Fort Meade, achieved by blocking several
key roads.  Bearing the fingerprints of Morningstar Security was a simultaneous
attack on the communications systems employed by the NSA.  Key cables were
severed, satellite communications equipment failed, and redundant failsafe
means of communication that were not thought known outside the NSA also
failed.  Employees were prevented from entering the complex, and those who had
arrived were sent home.  All were promised they could return in several weeks
after “certain issues of governance” were worked out.


Undersecretary of Defense Mac
Johnson stormed into the situation room exclaiming, “Secretary Matheson is
missing, presumed dead at the Pentagon.  Half of our facilities in the DC area
have fallen, and I haven’t heard from the other half.”


“Who is it, Mac?” asked Morgensen. 
“Are they Chinese?”


“Reports are all over the map,
Madam Secretary.  Some say it’s Chinese, some say they’re Americans.  You’re
probably dealing with a mix.”


“Any word from Andrews?” asked
Torres.


“It’s fallen, Sir.  I’m afraid
there’s no quick way out for you now.”


“Is there anything in the area we
can call on?”


“Quantico and the Pentagon had the
only forces that could put up any kind of fight.  The others all have
administrative and ceremonial functions.  Now they’ve fallen too.  Nobody else
even has enough soldiers on site to protect themselves, never mind save us
here.”


There was an awkward silence in the
situation room as the gravity of what they were facing began to sink in.  As a
result of their posturing over an island on the other side of the world, they
had left the nation’s capital undefended.  They had done this repeatedly over
the years, sure that they could never be attacked, and were now confronting the
gravity of their miscalculations.


“If it were an invasion fleet we
would have seen them and been ready,” said Mac Johnson, to no particular
effect.  The staff in the situation room did not even look around at each other
trying to size up the situation.  There was no posturing, no attempts to
outshine colleagues.  All anyone did was to stare down at the table or the
floor.  Some wiped moist eyes.  They had been caught off guard, and they had all
contributed to the assumption of invincibility that had led to this tragedy.


Torres finally spoke up.  “How
secure are we here in the White House?”


“We have Secret Service staff of
around 20.  Perhaps a few dozen Marines nearby,” said Johnson.  “Beyond that,
Capitol Police and Security are all that stands between us and them.  If we’re
a target we should assume we can’t hold anyone off for more than an hour or
two.”


“Are there any reports of troops in
DC yet?”


“Actually no, Sir.  It appears
they’re securing all possible sources of resistance first.  But I can’t see it
being too long.”


“Can we get any troops here from
outside the region?” asked Torres.


“I don’t know Sir,” said Johnson. 
“First of all we don’t have many stateside to begin with, as the Secretary has
recently said.  “Secondly, I’ve been getting unconfirmed reports that Air Force
bases around the country have come under attack by some sort of Special
Forces.  They’re armed with heavy stuff, the latest weapons.  Any plane that
leaves the hangar is destroyed, and the bases are falling to the attackers.”


“How did China get that stuff to
begin with, never mind get it into the country?” asked Torres.


“They didn’t,” interjected John
Corson.  “The Chinese troops are only securing lightly defended targets right
now.  Your Air Force bases are under siege by Morningstar Security
mercenaries.  They’ve been at the core of this all along, and I’d bet a good
dollar they’re the ones behind the massacre at the Pentagon.”


“Ellis!” exclaimed Torres with
disgust.  “So that’s what he had in mind.”


Bill Connolly burst into the room
and interrupted everyone.  “I just got a video from the commanding officer at
Laughlin AFB.  It had that Border Patrol Agent who disappeared recently also. 
He’d been abducted in northern Mexico and held at a massive base staffed by
Chinese troops until he escaped.  They crossed the border into the United
States early this morning.  It’s the Chinese.  They’re behind this.”


“Get him on the line,” said Torres.


“We can’t Sir.  Laughlin’s been taken
over.  There’s nothing standing between that army and most of the underbelly of
the United States.  Lackland in San Antonio’s fallen too.”  Connolly opened his
laptop and played a video for the group.  It showed the massive base at San
Gustavo, interspersed with snippets of Cam Burrows speaking about being
abducted by Chinese forces in Mexico.  Torres watched it with a frown and an
occasional shake of his head.


“We’re facing a highly coordinated
operation,” said Morgensen.


“It’s a wonder that they haven’t
taken us already,” said Kurdi.  “Command and control are always the first
objective.”


“We’ll operate under the premise
that time is short,” said Morgensen, walking into the room and turning off her
cell phone.  “We assume that we are a target, that we need to put together a
response quickly, and evacuate the President to safety in a hurry.”


As she took her seat, an aide
entered and whispered something into Mac Johnson’s ear.  Johnson turned in
alarm and asked, “This is confirmed?”


The aide nodded, adding, “Yes Sir,
I’m afraid so.”


Johnson then said, “You need to
tell the room what you just told me.  Include any other details you know
about.”


“There appears to have been a
high-altitude nuclear detonation in the vicinity of our forces in Taiwan. 
Communicating with our forces is impossible at present, as the atmosphere is
charged with so many ions.”


“EMP?” asked Johnson.


“Looks like it,” said the aide.


“Then we’re dead in the water,”
replied Johnson.  “You can forget about using any of the equipment over there.”


“Explain!” demanded Torres. 
“What’s EMP?  And why can’t they do anything?”


“Electromagnetic pulse Sir,” said
Johnson.  “A nuclear explosion at high altitude doesn’t destroy anything on the
ground with its fireball or shock wave.  But it floods the region with an
enormous wave of electrically charged particles.  It’s like a localized version
of what a massive solar storm could do, but it can be far more intense in the
region of the detonation.  On a small scale, you can use a conventional device
to wipe out a small grid.  The outcome is that any microchip in the area
experiences a surge in induced current so massive, it’s destroyed.”


“You mean our military microchips
are not shielded against this?” demanded Torres.


“Certain ones are shielded,”
replied Johnson.  “But it’s only a relative shielding factor.  A true nuclear
EMP can overwhelm even most of those.  And our biggest vulnerability is that
the number of shielded chips is small.  The proliferation of electronics in
weapons systems has run far ahead of our ability to go back and retrofit
shielded chips everywhere.  A weapon system might have some surviving
subsystems, but also a number of dead ones, and the whole can’t work without
all its parts.”


“And you also used Chinese chips,”
said Millie Howe.  “When my husband was still active in the Navy, he identified
a flaw in Chinese chips that made them particularly vulnerable to EMP of just
this kind.  He tried to get the Navy to exclude them from any combat system,
but couldn’t get your predecessors to take him seriously.  He retired shortly
after that.  Today the vulnerable chips are included in the majority of
military electronics.”


“Great news!” said Torres,
sarcastically.  “What about casualties, what are we going to see?”


“Any plane in the air will probably
crash, though the pilots may survive if they’re lucky.  Ships may not be
mobile,” said Johnson.  “The blast itself won’t sink ships or destroy buildings
on the ground.  Troops won’t develop any radiation sickness.  I should also say
that after the static in the atmosphere clears, we may be able to communicate
with at least the biggest ships.  Some communication systems were
systematically hardened for EMP resistance, if I’m not mistaken.”


“Then we have no way of
responding?” asked Torres.


There was silence in the room for a
long five seconds or so.  Connolly finally responded, “There’s always the
nuclear option.”


“I’m guessing you don’t mean that
metaphorically, Bill,” said Torres.


“No Sir, I mean it quite
literally,” said Connolly.


“All my life, I’ve believed it’s a
complete failure of statesmanship and war craft to have to resort to nuclear
strikes,” said Torres, somberly.


“But it’s definitely complete
failure of governance and vigilance to allow your nation to be defeated and
occupied, particularly in this fashion,” replied Morgensen.  “What else would
you do now?”


Torres said nothing in reply. 
After another pause, Mac Johnson spoke up.  “Our surface forces in the region
are incapacitated right now.  But EMP doesn’t penetrate the water too deep, so
our subs could still launch their Tridents.  And we have our ICBMs –
InterContinental Ballistic Missiles – here at home.  They should be ready.”


Everyone in the room could feel the
crushing weight that had just descended onto Torres’ shoulders.


“Mindful of the President’s
reservations, we have to explore every alternative,” said Hanna Morgensen. 
“And the value of our investments in China is not to be taken lightly.”


Jess Linssman became sick to her
stomach at the thought that the principal argument against a nuclear strike on
China was the value of corporate investments.  She excused herself and left the
room.


Torres took the departure as a
signal to winnow down to a small number that would have to make the decision. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to go into executive session now.  Mr. Corson,
Mr. Ferguson, please stay on.”  John and Lyle were in the process of getting
up, but sat back down at the President’s request.









Chapter 73:  Executive Session


The only ones left after the room
was cleared were Morgensen, Connolly, Kurdi, Johnson, Corson, Ferguson and
Torres.  “I don’t know who I can trust anymore, so I’ve asked Mr. Corson and
Mr. Ferguson to stay on.  They know more about this than any of us, and I need
to keep everyone honest.”


Torres placed a call to the Chinese
embassy, which had to scramble to find the ambassador.  When he finally
appeared by video-conference, Torres demanded that “You immediately withdraw
your forces back to the secure port facilities, and back across the Mexican
border.”


The ambassador reacted as though he
had been asked to stop an invasion of Martians.  “Sir, I assure you China has
done no such thing.  The embassy is operating normally today.  We have no
special instructions of any kind.  It is inconceivable that my government could
have ordered such a thing.”


Frustrated by the exchange, Torres
hung up the line.  “He’d react like that regardless of the truth behind it.”


He turned to the group.  “Defense
and retaliation are the questions now.  Defense is easy.  I’ll call home whatever
forces are able to respond and come home.  It’s retaliation we need to
discuss.”


“Retaliation against the Chinese?”
asked Morgensen.


“Of course, who else?” said Torres.


“Rhetorical question, Mr.
President,” said Morgensen.  “We don’t have irrefutable proof they are
responsible.”


“And we likely never will,” said
Connolly.  “The urgency of this situation demands action in the absence of such
proof.  They know that US policy is never to exclude first use of nuclear
weapons.  It was the foundation of our deterrence policy.  To not use it now
would eviscerate the very concept of deterrence.  And secondly what’s with this
crap that we don’t have proof?  It’s Chinese soldiers, Chinese guns, Chinese
FN-6 missiles taking down our aircraft before they can get off the ground.  And
given our covert operations lately, they have the motive of retaliation.  What
more do you want?”


“I’m afraid I have to agree,” said
Morgensen.  “The situation is now beyond the capabilities of the conventional
forces that remain at our disposal.  At the end of the day, what we are
contemplating does not constitute a first strike, since our forces were
technically attacked by a nuclear weapon.  We have to strike back now and
retain the capability for further strikes.  The negotiations to come will not
be pretty, and we need credible threats.  Use the ICBMs now, and keep the
Tridents as a further threat to force withdrawal.”


“Could we hit them with an
EMP?” asked Torres.


“There’s no time to reprogram the
ICBMs,” said Johnson.  “Our EMP-producing missiles are on our ships.  Guess
where those ships are.”


“So what the hell were they
thinking?” asked Kurdi.  “To invade the US and not assume you will be sent back
into the stone age, glowing?”


“That’s troubled me from the
start,” said John Corson, who had been quiet to this point.  “I had to decide
early if what we’d stumbled on was plausible.  In the end I decided that if it
was real, there had to be a plan to neutralize the nuclear response. 
Otherwise, it was irrational.  When did this all start?  Maybe eight hours
ago?  And here we sit, still able to launch the nuclear strike?  Right now it’s
looking pretty irrational.”


“As of this moment, our ICBMs are
online,” retorted Johnson.  “How long that remains the case, I can’t say.  You
have to assume also that our ability to communicate will only last as long as
it takes them to seize control of our facilities.  And at that point, our
ability to retaliate is in fact neutralized.  Mr. Corson, we may only have a
small window of opportunity before any plan to neutralize our ICBMs comes into
play.  The Chinese plan probably factored in the time we would waste arguing
about the matter.”


“Are we in agreement then, that a
prompt nuclear retaliation is in fact our only viable option?”  The Cobra was
finally showing her hand.  “I hate to rush such a decision, but it will soon be
out of our hands completely.”


“Give me five minutes, Hanna,” said
Torres.  “It’s my name that will be attached to this decision in history, not
yours.  John and Lyle, come with me to the Oval Office.”


“Five minutes may be all you have,
Mr. President,” said Morgensen.  “There are reports of troops in DC now.”


…


“Gentlemen, I’m probably the most
manipulated man in America, and now’s not the time to be taken in by bullshit. 
Did anything in there strike you as off?”  Torres sat down in his chair across
the desk from John and Lyle, who were still a little overwhelmed.


“Sir, the whole premise is fishy.”
said John.  “We’ve been aware of the attack for close to an hour now, and it
began long ago.  You’ve had time to launch a counterstrike and so far as we can
tell, there’s been no move to take out that capability, nor to occupy the White
House and capture you before you can give the order.  The Chinese ambassador
was correct.  It’s inconceivable that they would order this and leave
themselves open for annihilation.  Surely they have an idea of how trigger
happy those people are in the situation room.”


“Are you suggesting it’s not the
Chinese behind this?” asked Torres.


“Chinese assets and Chinese soldiers
are being used Sir, there’s no doubt about that,” said John.  “But is the
Chinese government involved?  There, I’m beginning to develop some doubts.”


“I can trace things back to a visit
I had from a Chinese envoy that was adamant that we couldn’t pay our debts back
and that they wanted compensation of a different sort.  I thought they meant
Taiwan.  Secretary Morgensen steered me into massively fortifying Taiwan. 
That’s how we overcommitted our troops over there to begin with.  Now that it’s
happened, she wants me to launch a nuclear strike with no more deliberation
than if I were to order some kind of training exercise.  I don’t think the
prospect of 500 million deaths means anything to her.  And what you saw in
there, with her holding back her opinion, was that she was pretending to be
neutral at first and then to be swayed by the situation.  She knew all along
where she wanted this to go.”


“One other thing has always sat
badly with me, Sir,” said John.  “Derek Ellis captured Frank and me, and initially
demanded to know everything we knew.  I let on that I knew it was China backing
him, which I didn’t know with certainty at the time.  He seemed to squirm when
I said it, which kind of made me believe it.  But something else changed right
then.  He broke off the questioning and we were allowed to escape fairly easily
soon after that.  I now think he may have been playing me.”


“I understand that, John,” said
Torres.  “The Cobra’s been playing me all along.  We never let word get out,
but I was almost killed by some ninja on the golf course.  He was a Chinese
national with some mental problems.  The Cobra was quick to pick up on those
details.  So quick that I came to suspect she’d arranged the whole deal to make
me think the Chinese were after me.”


“If she was playing you Sir,
perhaps the envoy was also,” said John.  “Unless you’ve spoken to the Chinese
premier directly, I wouldn’t trust anything you’ve heard.  I can add that
Connolly is a traitor.  I’m sure about that.  I don’t know about the others. 
But it’s possible that there’s been a big Kabuki theater put on for your
benefit.  My gut says that’s a lot more likely than China plotting this
takeover.”


“There’s another point I should
add,” said Lyle.  “Back in the situation room, Mr. Connolly mentioned it was
Chinese FN-6 missiles taking down our planes while still on the ground.  If you
see the missile at work, you’d call it a Stinger missile because that’s what
the US calls its version.  The FN-6 is something we saw back in Israel and I
think it was stocked for when an attack had to have deniability.  I’d recognize
it if I saw it.  I saw a lot of weapons down in San Marcos, but no FN-6
missiles.  And as I understood it, the air bases are under attack by
Morningstar, not the Chinese troops.  So there’s no way he could know they were
FN-6 missiles, and they probably weren’t.  His comment that FN-6 missiles were
used here strikes me as a Freudian slip.”


“Me too,” said Torres.  “But what’s
the objective here?”


“The objective is to manipulate us
to destroy China while they neutralize our power and occupy us.  It removes two
superpowers from the scene in a single blow,” replied Lyle.  “The classic
strategy used by plotters without enough power to achieve their objectives
directly.”


“And who?” asked Torres.


“Whoever Morgensen works for.  And
Ellis.  And Connolly.  You probably have a better idea of the powers behind the
scenes than we do,” said John.


“Unfortunately I don’t,” said
Torres.  “All I know is they control the world’s central banks, they own the
world’s economic and political systems, and they send people like Morgensen to
steer governments.”


“Maybe it’s a foreclosure,” said
John.  “You and your predecessors spent the country into ruinous debt, and now
the owners are taking what they feel is their property.”


“Sure, after having insisted on the
reckless spending and borrowing in the first place,” said Torres, leaning back
in his chair to assert himself.  “Look, my time is short, John.  They’ll be
here any second now.  I’m not launching that strike, and that may be my last
decision as President.”


“Sir, there’s one more thing you
have to do,” said John.


“What’s that?”


“Before you lose access to the
airwaves, get on the tube and tell the people the truth.  Tell them what
happened, what you refused to do, and who they’re facing.  They’ll fight to the
last man, but they need you as their legitimate leader to tell them the truth. 
They’ve faced deception for too long, and they see through it.”


Torres cringed at the thought. 
“The ones who could resist hate me.  They think I’m trying to implement exactly
that which is coming.  They’re ignorant people, John.  They’re prisoners of the
system, and now they’ll only be prisoners of a different system.”


“The system that imprisoned them is
falling apart as we speak, Jackson,” said John, sensing his moment and pushing
ahead by speaking on a first name basis.  “If you say nothing, the cops, the
soldiers, the bureaucrats will quickly fall in line with the new order and it
will indeed be a prison.  You have to get out there and tell them it’s not
legitimate.  That the people are the rightful masters of their country.  That
they are within their rights to resist tyranny.  That public employees have the
duty to support the people.  That after we restore our freedom, they’ll be held
accountable for what they’ve done.  You have to issue the orders for our troops
to return home.  Not to command the people or deport them to FEMA camps.  But
to fight alongside them to repel the invaders.  Anything less and you’ll be
remembered as a traitor who rolled over and let it happen.”


The look on Torres face was that of
a beaten man.  Looking at him, neither John nor Lyle had any degree of
confidence that he could mobilize himself, never mind the people, for the
battle that lay ahead.









Chapter 74:  Decision Time


The door to the Oval office opened
and a line of Cabinet members streamed in, led by Hanna Morgensen.  “Time’s
running out Mr. President,” she said.  “Get the launch codes and let’s do
this.”


“We’re not launching,” said Torres.


“Did you see what they did
at the Pentagon, Sir?” shouted Connolly.  “How can you not retaliate against that
terror?”


“This is not the time to be
philosophical,” said Morgensen.  “We’re under attack and this is your last
chance.  The troops are closing in on the White House as we speak!  Do it now!”


 “No,” said Torres.  “Hanna, you’ve
manipulated me into this situation in the first place, and I think your goal
from the beginning was to have me launch this nuclear attack.  I have strong
doubts that the Chinese government was behind this invasion.”


“You’ve got to be kidding!” said
Morgensen.  “It’s their people, it’s their equipment.  Who would it be if not
for them?”


“Sir, who would have access to an
EMP nuclear weapon near Taiwan if not the Chinese?” asked Johnson.


“I’m satisfied that this whole
situation has been a setup,” said Torres.  “The mere fact that we have the
option to annihilate China right now is very strong proof that they didn’t plan
this thing.  And I believe Mr. Corson.  The Pentagon was the work of Ellis’ men.”


Seeing the situation deteriorate,
Connolly slid a pistol out of his jacket and pointed it at Torres.  “Mr.
President, I regret to inform you that as of this moment, you are mentally
unfit to execute your duties.  In the absence of the Vice-President, the role
of the Commander-in-Chief is assumed by the Secretary of State, Ms. Morgensen.”


“I knew you were a traitor, Bill. 
But I had no idea you’d take it this low,” said Torres.


Morgensen walked right past Torres
and sat down at his desk, already comfortable with her new role.  “As my first
act, I immediately order the launch of a nuclear counterattack against China,”
said Morgensen.  All Chinese infrastructure is to be destroyed, all cities are
to be leveled.”


Morgensen reached for the briefcase
containing the codes and communications equipment needed to launch nuclear
weapons, placed it on the desk and opened it.  She then removed an envelope
from her handbag, opened it and started to enter codes into the launch control
device.


“Stop, Hanna, that’s going to kill
hundreds of millions,” pleaded Torres, but he was ignored.  He then lunged
towards her but as he did, a shot from Connolly’s gun dropped Torres to the
floor.


In quick succession, a second shot
rang out in the back of the room, again jolting everyone.  John Corson did not
need to stop and think.  Seeing the chaos as an opportunity, he jumped at
Morgensen and shoved her away from the launch device, knocking her to the
floor.  The others all looked around to find the source of the second shot, and
saw Connolly lying dead on the floor.  Behind him stood Matt Simpson with his
Glock still drawn, and behind him stood the rest of the cabinet members who had
been excluded from executive session.  “My sworn duty is to protect the
President,” said Simpson.  “That stands even if the threat turns out to be
members of his own government.”


Torres was bleeding from the middle
part of his abdomen but stood up, hurried over to John and deactivated the
incomplete launch sequence that Morgensen had initiated.  He then put away the
device as well as the codes she had somehow obtained.


“Mr. President, are you okay?”
asked Kurdi.


“Never mind that,” said Torres. 
“Get the cameras in here right away.  I have an address to make.”


Torres took to the
podium, and after his introductory remarks, got to the point.  “As many of you
already know, there’s been a horrific massacre at the Pentagon.  I believe I’ve
lost dear friends who were there at the time.  Unfortunately, this is only one
of many such developments.  Last night and into this morning, the United
States, our country, was invaded by foreign troops.  Our ports, which have been
used to import everything conceivable, were co-opted to import the armed
invaders.  Our major cities are falling under their control as we speak.  Additionally,
a heavy mechanized army has crossed the Mexican border and is advancing through
Texas and into the heartland.  Their objective is probably to secure
infrastructure vital to the economy.


Before this all
happened this morning, a nuclear device was detonated high in the air above
Taiwan.  While we believe that the high altitude of detonation ensures that the
blast itself will not cause any death or destruction on the ground, all
electronics in the region have been disabled.  Our military forces, gathered as
they were in one spot, have been rendered inactive.  Secretary of State Hanna
Morgensen attempted to manipulate me into launching a massive retaliatory
nuclear strike against China which would have killed perhaps 500 million
people.  There were important contradictions in the case against China, so I
refused to order the launch.  She attempted to do so herself, resulting in a
struggle which resulted in my being shot in the abdomen, by CIA Director Bill
Connolly.  Given the current situation, I do not know if I will be able to
access medical treatment, and my survival is in doubt.


With what strength
I have left, I issue the following orders to our military personnel.  Under no
circumstances are you to initiate hostilities against the Chinese people. 
There will be no nuclear strike.  Understand that while I am aware that the
assets and soldiers currently invading the United States are Chinese, the order
to invade did not come from the Chinese government, but was accomplished
through a rogue element of the Chinese military working with American
traitors.  Accordingly, I would ask China to pursue any means necessary to
achieve the withdrawal of their rogue troops from US territory.


The logistical
management of these operations was in the hands of Morningstar Security
Services, whom I had previously banned from conducting any business with the US
government.  Morningstar CEO Derek Ellis is the presumptive head of operations
for the invasion.  I am issuing an order for the arrests of Mr. Ellis and Ms.
Morgensen on charges of treason.  Mr. Connolly was killed by the Secret Service
at the time he shot me.


Today you awoke to
a changed world.  Your country has been occupied by hostile forces under the
command of the ruling interests.  Instead of fighting on your side, Homeland
Security has paralyzed the transportation grid, to better suit the needs of the
occupiers.  I order them to disband immediately.


I hereby order all
Federal employees to support the people in their resistance.  Collaboration
with any administration set up by the invaders will be judged harshly when the
American people prevail.  Any actions taken by agents of the government against
the peopl,e will be considered acts of treason, which is punishable by death. 
All police, emergency workers, and of course soldiers, are instructed to
support the people in their resistance.


I reiterate that
this occupation is not legitimate.  The ruling interests have manipulated us
into their debt.  Now they are attempting to use that debt as justification to
enslave us.


I urge you the
people to resist this enslavement.  If you can take up arms, please do so.  If
you are unable to fight, use passive resistance.  This is not a license to
violence against each other, which will be judged harshly if it occurs.  It is
a call to legitimate self defense.


It is probable
that we will soon lose free access to the airwaves, and the internet.  It will
fall upon you, the people, to organize yourselves.  Use ham radio if you can
access it.  Use your social networks, your churches, your schools.  The US
government cannot do it for you.  It has to come from you, the people.


I order all
military personnel around the world wherever they may be, to return promptly to
the continental United States to join in the true fight for freedom.  We need
you now more than ever.  Implicit in this order is that the United States
hereby suspends all armed conflicts abroad.  Your only important mission is now
at home.


I declare all
bonds issued by the United States government to be frozen until such a time as
we can determine which ones are held by the entities behind this invasion. 
Those bonds will be declared null and void.  Those parties will suffer a total
loss of their capital.”


Torres slumped over, and paramedics
quickly rushed to his aid.  He waved off their efforts to get him out of his
seat.  With great effort, he continued.


“If this is to be
the last time I address you, then I have more to say.  I was the head of a
government that considered you subjects to be policed, regulated, compelled,
and suspected of disloyalty.  We’ve largely lost your trust, and I’m not asking
for it back today.  I was the head of that government, and I take the blame.


Our system of
politics is called democratic, but in reality it is a far cry from
that.  Candidates for higher office have to be compliant to the ruling
interests before they have a chance for the nomination of either major party. 
Money plays an outsized role of course, but it’s not enough.  The commentators
on network TV and the print pundits are paid a lot of money for their ability
to shape the debate in terms favorable to the ruling interests.  And candidates
live or die by the collective commentaries from the pundits.


I worked for most
of my adult life to be acceptable to the ruling interests, and my reward was
this office.  I owed my loyalties to the ruling interests, and my role was to
implement their dictates while selling those acts as good for the people, or
for spreading democracy, or fighting terrorism, or drug trafficking.


The ruling elites behind
this operation have always insisted on bailouts of existing interests, even
when they undermined the economy and hindered new ventures and new
entrepreneurs.  If there were not bailouts, there would be bankruptcies in
record numbers, and much of the economy would grind to a halt.  As severe as
the disruption would be, the recovery would be relatively quick.  But the
leaders of the new economy would be a different group of people than the
previous owners.  This is what scares them most.  They owe their privileged
positions to fortuitous circumstances.  Yes, they or their forefathers were
ambitious and capable.  But so were hundreds of times as many who enjoyed only
modest success.  Those in the right place at the right time were those who
enjoyed outsized rewards.  But the solution is not more regulation, or taxes. 
Those regulations and tax revenues have always ben co-opted to serve the
current power interests.  The solution is to let failure fail.  Only then will
those who caused the crisis suffer the loss that is their due, and only then
will competent people have their chance to run the economy.


For those of you
who have imagined that things worked like this, you have largely been
marginalized as conspiracy theorists.  It may surprise you to know that the
more outrageous conspiracy theories are indirectly supported by the same ruling
interests, so they can tarnish you by association.  I don’t receive phone calls
from New York or London every day telling me what to do.  Instead, it’s made
very clear by major donors to a new President which people must fill certain
key cabinet posts.  It only takes one or two people in the right position, and
with the implicit backing of the ruling interests, to steer policy in the
administration.  I spent my career being amicable to these interests, and I
understood when I was expected to take a certain action.  I lacked the
character to act independently or to defy those interests.”


Torres paused,
took a drink of water, and continued.


“Now, my time is
short.  I want to go past these vague generalities.  You’ve heard vague
generalities from Presidents Eisenhower and Kennedy, and history has managed to
muddle their exact intents.  Secretary of State Hanna Morgensen was placed in
my administration to pull my strings.  It was she who manipulated me into an
artificial confrontation with China.  It was her who insisted that I place all
available troops in Taiwan, leaving our country undefended.  This, our country,
is not just a homeland to be secured for those who feel they own it. 
Certainly it is our home, but it has always meant more than that.  Its ideals
always transcended those of a simple home.  It was supposed to be defended by
the Department of Defense.  But our Defense is in Taiwan, the Middle East, and
over a hundred other places in the world, playing offense.


It is inevitable
that the White House will shortly be captured by the invading forces.  When you
hear from their representative, who will presumably be Mr. Ellis, you may be
told that I am charged with concocted crimes.  Pay no attention to my fate.  I
am in fact guilty of neglecting your freedoms, and of implementing the agendas
of the ruling elites at your expense.  No charge he can make is worse than
that.  I do not deserve your loyalty.  But your country does deserve
your loyalty.  The principles of self-governance that were once embodied by the
United States deserve your loyalty, and regaining them will require a fight. 
Work together and you will prevail.  And when you do, the people must choose
how to govern themselves.  That’s a freedom worth fighting for.  God Bless all
of you.”


Torres finished speaking and
slumped down to his desk, fighting for breath.  The paramedics lifted him from
his chair and put in on a sofa.  He was fading quickly.  Simpson said, “Sir
it’s time to get you out of here.”


“It’s too late for that now,” said
Torres, weakly.  “Get my family out of here, and get yourselves to safety.”


The color faded from Torres’ face,
replaced by a pallor John Corson had come to know only too well.  John came
over to him and said, “Sir, we can still save you if we get out now.”


“You already have, John,” said
Torres.  His eyes closed and his head rolled to the side.


Respecting the President’s last
instructions, Simpson was preparing to leave the room to gather Torres’ family
when Kurdi came over and whispered, “Bring them to my farm in western
Maryland.”  Kurdi gave Simpson a map.  He took it, nodded, and was gone.


…


With the President dead, confusion
set in briefly.  There was no sign of Morgensen, who had slipped away during
the chaos.  Kurdi spoke up first.  “There’s a convoy of armed trucks headed
this way.  I suggest you all disperse.  Leave in ordinary cars, not in
government SUVs.  Use the subway if you have to, and above all stay anonymous. 
There aren’t that many of them, so they can’t root you out house by house. 
Stay off the highways, and use back roads wherever you go.”


Matt Simpson returned with a
grieving family and several men helped carry Torres’ body to his vehicle.  “I
hope he did some good here,” said the First Lady.  “He always wanted to be a
good man, but never felt he could get past the system.”


“Mrs. Torres, he did more good than
I ever imagined he could,” said John Corson.  “With the President himself
breaking open the conspiracy within the government live and on the air, there’s
no longer any room to hide under the skirt of official denunciation and
denial.”


Kurdi then gathered John and Frank,
Jess and Lyle, Millie Howe and Roger Snyder and left with them in his minivan. 
They took back roads and encountered no problems.  The effect of Torres’ speech
was immediate, as many Homeland Security Agents promptly walked off the job in
response to the President’s order, leaving those still enforcing the traffic
curfew understaffed and forced to abandon many of their checkpoints.









Chapter 75:  Hollow Victory


Derek Ellis took the phone call
from General Kim and listened to his complaints.  “The soldiers here expect
official recognition from the Chinese government, or at least the annihilation
of the Chinese government.  How do you expect to get that without the nuclear
strike?”


“I’ll take care of that within a
few days, General,” said Ellis.


“President Torres did not respond
as you said he would,” went the next complaint.  “I don’t see how you can maintain
an air of legitimacy after what he said.”


“Relax, General.  The American
people are lazy and stupid.  We just have to avoid interrupting their
television broadcasts and they’ll roll over and accept it.  And perhaps you’ve
forgotten, but you can’t exactly turn back now.  If you withdraw your troops,
you lose, and China has no choice but to court-martial you.  If you win, they
will accept your victory in the end.  Nothing succeeds like winning, General.”


Ellis put on a brave face for his
call with Kim, but his task was now vastly more complicated.  Torres should
have acceded to the demand to launch the strike.  Everything that followed
would then have been much easier.  The international community would have
condemned the overreaction to the invasion in the absence of proof the Chinese
had ordered it, and replacing the US administration would have had an air of
legitimacy.  Now, it seemed like an unprincipled coup d’état, led by ruling
interests set on enslaving the people.  No matter, thought Ellis.  I’ve
organized my share of those over the years.


Ellis arrived at White House later
that afternoon, to find it devoid of its staff, and his technicians had to
familiarize themselves with the communication system for a couple of hours
before they were confident they could broadcast his address.  They were ready
at 7 pm, which seemed an ideal time in any case.


…


“Good evening, America.  I’m Derek
Ellis.  I have here with me Vice President James McEwen who is going to sign
this emergency declaration, appointing me as the Governor General of the United
States.”


Ellis held up a document to the
camera and handed it to McEwen who promptly signed it.  Ellis countersigned it
and they shook hands.  McEwen then left the stage and Ellis continued his
address.


“There has been a
string of corrupt governments that have bankrupted the United States.  This
string has now been broken.  Earlier today, patriotic Americans employed by
Morningstar Security Services, aided by international troops, accomplished the
liberation of the United States.  The corrupt Torres administration is hereby
dissolved.  As is the corrupt Congress and the corrupt courts.  In their place,
I’m implementing a new, lean government.  The new government will provide true
security in our cities.  And it will pay its debts, above all including the
debts of the corrupt governments of the past.


The forces of
anarchy and terror are certain to oppose our new order.  To counter them, I am
ordering a suspension of all internet sites save for those operated by
legitimate media concerns, as recognized by my administration, and those
engaged exclusively in commerce, again as recognized by my administration. 
Government websites will remain down for some period of time until the missions
of each agency are redefined.  The exception will be Homeland Security, which
will take on a new mission.


As the Governor
General of the United States, I will rule by Executive Order.  I will not be
encumbered by the legislative process that has caused so much misery for the
United States.  My first Executive Order is to place all police powers in the
United States under the command and control of the Department of Homeland
Security.  A new Federal Police will be formed shortly and all existing Police
Departments will answer to an Officer of the Federal Police.  The jurisdiction
of the Federal Police will be universal.  Fortunately, much of the training
required for this transition was already in place, so the transition will begin
immediately.


To further
implement the new order, in the coming weeks every resident of the United
States will be implanted with a radio frequency chip in their right arm.  Any
Department of Motor Vehicles will be able to implant chips starting next week,
when their stock of chips should arrive.  I give fair warning to every person
right now.  Implanted chips are Federal property, and any person tampering with
their RFID chip will be subject to prosecution for interference with Federal
property.  After 30 days from today, any person not bearing an RFID chip will
be presumed to be involved in terrorist activity and will be subject to summary
execution.


I deplore the
irresponsible statements former President Jackson Torres made in his last
address.  Order will be enforced, regardless of his statements.  Any opposition
to the new administration will be considered an act of terrorism, and may be
met with summary execution.  All Federal employees are expected to support the
new administration, or face harsh consequences.


In the transition
to a new order, it will be necessary to relocate certain people who are known
to be intransigent opponents of reform.  Fortunately, the government has an
extensive database that has already defined which people constitute security
risks, and FEMA has already established emergency relocation camps across the
country.  Lists of those selected for relocation will be circulated through all
communities in the next week.  All citizens are expected to help find the
people whose names are on the lists.  Any person harboring a person on the FEMA
list will be jailed for aiding a terrorist cause.


People of America,
you will be freer under my administration than you ever were before.  But with
freedom comes responsibility, and your first responsibility is to establish
public order.  We must prevent the rise of terrorist elements within the
populace that would seek to undermine the new order.  Congratulations America! 
Freedom is here to reign at last.”









Chapter 76:  Kurdi’s Farm


Kurdi’s farm
was in the rolling hills of Western Maryland, down a dirt road, and for all
intents and purposes, invisible to the rest of the world.  There was a large
main house, and three other houses, each larger than a typical single family
home.  About 20 people had gathered in the main house, where Kurdi assured them
that he was well stocked with nonperishable goods and water.  They could hide
out here for over a year, if it was necessary.


“Mr.
Kurdistani,” started John.


“Call me
Kurdi.”


John chuckled. 
“Okay, Kurdi.  Won’t Ellis’ people be able to just look up your address and find
us straight away?”


“That’s the
beauty of being part of the government,” said Kurdi.  “The ownership of this
place is untraceable.  They have a better chance of finding all those misplaced
billions at the Pentagon than finding any link between me and this place.”


“What exactly
happened back there in the White House?” asked Jess.  “Who’s behind all this?”


Kurdi looked
around and saw everyone looking at him expectantly.  Even Matt Simpson and
Roger Snyder, who had seen their share of shady dealings, were eager to hear
his take. Kurdi felt it was time to tell the story as it really was.


“Most people
think the President is the head not only of the government but of the world,”
said Kurdi.  “When they see that he’s a figurehead, they’re shocked.  What
happened is that President Torres was manipulated into facilitating the
takeover of America.  To top it off, he was supposed to launch a nuclear
attack.  Thank God, he refused.


“I can’t believe what they did at
the Pentagon,” said Simpson.


“That’s the true definition of
Terror, Matt.  Lenin understood how to use terror to control the people. 
That’s what they’re doing here.  It was calculated to achieve maximum effect. 
That’s why they picked the Pentagon, with its iconic status.


“So is Ellis a figurehead also?”
asked Snyder.


“The puppet masters now have their
protégé in charge of the United States,” was Kurdi’s reply.


“Who are the
puppet masters?  The Bilderbergers?” asked Lyle.


Kurdi sat back,
smiled, and said, “Not exactly, but you’re looking in the right place.  The
Bilderbergers serve principally as an advisory group.  They never make the
strategic decisions.  My former mentor was at several Bilderberg meetings, so I
got to hear his stories.  They meet to discuss topics that are assigned to them
at each meeting.  They develop a consensus, and the Session Chairs report it
back to the Council of Seven.  That’s where the real decisions are made.  The
decisions are then distributed back to the  members of the Bilderberg group,
whose responsibility it then becomes to implement the decisions.  They’re a
perfect cross-section of elite society, and so they’re perfectly positioned to
execute the will of the Counciul.


“Who makes up
the Council?” asked Frank.  “I’ve never heard of that.”


“The secrecy
around Bilderberg is pretty loose,” said Kurdi.  “You could never keep a
meeting that big secret.  Not with that many global leaders in attendance.  The
New York Times won’t cover the meetings, but if anything that fact draws more
suspicion to them.  It’s kind of a game, where they don’t care if you know
about Bilderberg.  But you aren’t supposed to know about the Council.  They’re
the same people who’ve been pulling the strings of world history for much of
the past millennium.”


“The banking
families of Europe?” asked Frank.


“Three of
them,” said Kurdi.  “The Vatican will have a seat, and two seats go to royal
families.  Only six seats are actually taken.  The seventh is vacant, for now. 
Some big importance is tied to whoever is supposed to fill that seat.”


“The
Antichrist,” said Frank, with a nervous chuckle.


“They like to
joke about that,” said Kurdi.  “If it’s a leader of the whole world they want
to appoint, I think they’ll make him match the popular Christian conception of
Antichrist, for a very practical reason.  We in government always gave subtle
encouragement to reports of UFO sightings.  We had secret aircraft, and wanted
to keep them secret.  But people saw them flying around.  You couldn’t avoid
that.  If they reported seeing space aliens, it seemed to the world like they were
hallucinating.  So, too, if they ever appoint a leader for the world, having
the Christians call him Antichrist will be tremendously useful to make all
criticism of him seem ridiculous.”


“How did you
encourage UFO reports?” asked Jess.


“By denying them
with clumsy explanations,” replied Kurdi.  “We would always make sure there
were plenty of errors in what we released.  People would find them and decide
they had caught us in a lie.  When you act suspicious in government, people
always assume the worst.”


“Why would the
Vatican be on the Council?” asked Simpson.


“The Vatican’s
alignment with royal families goes back to Constantine,” replied Kurdi.  “The
banking families came to be involved within the last 150 years.  They’ve been
funding the Vatican’s operating deficits for some time.  The Vatican simply
can’t afford to turn them down.  And the others all want the Vatican there to
make sure they’re complicit in every decision.  It ensures a soft tone for any
criticism later, and often secures endorsement of their most ambitious goals. 
All in the name of helping the poor, of course.”


“Wait a
second,” objected Jess.  “These groups are often at each others’ throats.  How
can they be cooperating to rule the world?”


“I never said
they were friends,” replied Kurdi.  “But I’m telling you the facts.  They have
differences, to be sure, but that’s neither here nor there.  They all need each
others’ cooperation at the highest levels, so they cooperate.  They’d probably
betray each other in a heartbeat if they felt they could get away with it.  I
guess they don’t think they can.  At least, not for now.”


“What about the
royal families?” asked Frank.  “They’ve been figureheads for a century now.”


“Most of Europe
is still owned by the nobility.  The royal families always drew their power
from the nobility, and in return represented their interests.  That’s how it
still works.”


“And how does
Ellis fit in with their plans?” asked Lyle.


“He’s useful to
them at this time,” replied Kurdi.  “Having full control over the United States
was an important element in working towards world government.  When he outlives
his usefulness, they’ll ditch him.”


“Why did they
want China destroyed?” asked Frank.


“They think
nothing of killing millions.  Asia to them is simply a consumer of their valuable
resources.”


The TV was on
in a corner of the room, and everybody’s attention shifted to it when Torres’
picture appeared on the screen.  They turned up the volume, and a leading
pundit came on with his commentary.  “President Torres made an impassioned
speech before his death, to be sure.  But I would argue that it can’t be taken
in full seriousness.  The man was dying.  He couldn’t have been thinking
straight.  In this great time of need, it’s the patriotic duty of all Americans
to get behind Governor General Ellis.  What would our enemies think if we were
divided among ourselves?  Those who oppose Governor Ellis are no different from
the terrorists we’ve been fighting.  They should be treated as terrorists, and
denied any rights under Habeas Corpus.  There comes a time when duty to one’s
country becomes the same as duty to one’s government.  This time has come.”


“Right on cue,”
said Kurdi, shaking his head with a sarcastic grin.  


“So, what can we do about it?”
asked Jess.


“The best thing
we can do is to spread the truth,” answered Kurdi.  “The people now have the
late President’s words as a wedge between the increasingly ridiculous stories
from the press and the obvious truth.


“How’s that
going to help?” asked Roger Snyder.


“Simple,” said
Kurdi.  “The whole economic system of the West is based on confidence.  
Confidence in the value of the dollar, which is only underpinned by debt. 
Confidence that the system works in your favor, when that’s the public
narrative, completely at odds with the reality.  And, yes, confidence in the
legitimacy of the government.  Take away that confidence, and people’s
individual actions will undermine the system from within.  They won’t hold
dollars, but will buy gold or other hard assets instead.  They won’t borrow money
for a new house or a new car.  Doing those things requires a lot of confidence
in the future.  Take that away, and the whole system will soon collapse under
its own weight.  Without borrowing, the money in circulation drops by over
ninety percent.  Mr. Ellis may control the security apparatus, but he’ll soon
run out of ways to pay them.  Gandhi once famously told the British that they
simply could not govern India if Indians refused to be governed by them.  It’s
the same thing here, today, and everywhere.  All we have to do is withhold our
consent to be governed.  If enough people decline to participate in the
economy, the system will collapse.”









Chapter 77:  To Del Rio


Burrows heard
the announcement from Colonel March, ordering everyone to report to the main
hangar.  If recent experience taught him anything, it was not to take such
instructions at face value.  He had no intention of reporting to the hangar. 
He made straight for the base perimeter.  In the darkness, he only had to lie
low twice to avoid being spotted by one of the Morningstar mercenaries.  They
were rounding up everyone as a routine matter, and thanks to the cooperation of
Colonel March, weren’t meeting any resistance.


Burrows was
able to walk right out of Laughlin, and onto route 90.  It was only about five
miles to Del Rio, he reasoned.  He walked through the night, getting off the
highway when he saw the approaching column of heavy armored vehicles.  They had
come through Del Rio, and continued east on route 90.  He arrived at the door of
his cousin Jenny at dawn, and was supremely relieved when she opened the door
and hugged him tightly.  “We heard about your disappearance, and assumed the
worst.  Especially with what happened to Jason.”


“I escaped from
a base in Mexico and went straight to Laughlin to report what I’d seen.  The CO
there jailed me for doing it.  They were invaded, and surrendered.”


Jenny welcomed
him in, and woke her husband, Tony.  Burrows filled them in on everything he’d
seen, including the invasion currently underway.  “Did you hear the rumbling
all last night?”


“Yeah, what was that?”


“It was the mechanized army from
San Gustavo on the move.  The United States is being invaded as we speak.”


They turned on the TV, and saw the
horrific news of the Pentagon massacre, which served as a backdrop for news of
ports being taken over, air bases falling, a possible EMP strike on American
forces in Taiwan, and massive highway closures all over the country.  They
stayed tuned through breakfast, when the coverage was interrupted by an address
from the President.  They saw Torres deliver his last address and slump down in
his chair, presumably dead.


“Cam, I’d like
you to come with me to a meeting of former Guard troops I’m attending today,”
said Tony.  “If this is what I think it is, we have to organize ourselves,
align with other groups around the country, and plan a defense.  We can’t count
on our troops overseas.  You have information that needs to spread across
America.”


“You’re on,
Tony.  I’m done with official channels.  From now on, it’s going to be the
people fighting for America, independent of our institutions.”









Chapter 78:  Basel II


“President
Torres was hardened against launching the strike,” said Hanna Morgensen.  “It
dawned on him that we were manipulating him, and the visitors we let in to see
him were of no help.  Instead of pinning it on the Chinese, they too decided it
was manipulation.  Since Mr. Connolly reported to me, I take full
responsibility for our handling of Torres.”


“One can never
quite rely on elected leaders,” said Councilor Three.  “We can pre-select them
all we like, but, in the end, they’re never as trustworthy as our people.  The
Council absolves you of the blame.  But our situation is now problematic.”


“The lack of a
nuclear strike has complicated matters for my administration,” said Derek
Ellis.  “The Chinese government won’t recognize me.  They won’t even speak to
me.  They think I’m the one who tried to launch the strike.  Instead, they’re
calling for their soldiers to return home with complete amnesty.  My control is
tenuous at best.  I implore you all to press upon the world’s governments the
need to prevent American soldiers from leaving.  If they return to America in
large numbers, their oath to the Constitution will make commanding them
impossible.”


“Mr. Ellis,
your task became impossible when the strike failed to occur,” said Councilor
One.  You will not be able to maintain control of America in the long run.  But
you can still work into our plans.”


“Yes,
Councilor.”


“You must
appear to be doing everything to maintain your control.  Take a heavy handed
approach.  Arrest bloggers and other dissidents.  Execute a few, or even a lot. 
Deport entire towns to FEMA camps if you even suspect they harbor terrorist
sympathizers.  The economy is already beginning to disintegrate.  Push it along
a little.  Nationalize a few industries.  Shut down others.  We want you to
come across as nothing short of a tyrant.”


“May I ask,
Councilor, how that will advance the plan?”


“We’re close to
appointing the Seventh Councilor,” said Councilor Four.  We’d like the United
States to disintegrate economically, while suffering under an oppressive
dictator.  Europe will bankrupt shortly, when we order the end of the rescue
packages.  Chaos will follow.  We’ll introduce the Seventh Councilor into this
environment.  He’ll take a public leadership role, will stabilize Europe, and
liberate the United States.  With the economies destroyed and debt overhangs
reduced or eliminated, there will be an economic boom.  The Seventh Councilor
will take credit for this.  We feel this will give him all the credibility he
needs to govern the world.  We’ll see to it that you’re evacuated from the
United States at the right time.  You will be richly rewarded.”


“I understand,
Councilor.  You may count on my cooperation,” finished Ellis.


“There’s still
the problem of China,” said Councilor One.


“Inflation in
China is a serious concern, Councilor,” said Yu-Xin Zheng.  “You control the
Chinese central bank, so raise interest rates.  Collapse the money supply. 
With the American economy collapsing, China’s export markets are shrinking
rapidly.  If Europe follows, so much the better.  Act now, and the Chinese
economy will be a shambles within three months.  Follow this by having your
corporations close their Chinese operations.  Within six months, there should
be societal chaos.  Your problem will be solved from within.”


“Are you
concerned about the government taking control of the Chinese central bank, Mr.
Zheng?”


“It’s
irrelevant, Councilor.  By the time it did, the process would be too far
along.  You could add some insurance, however.  An attack on Iran’s oil
infrastructure would ensure there was no recovery.  China is incapable of
quickly replacing Iran’s oil, from a logistical perspective.  If Mr. Ellis
could do this, it would eliminate any chance China could weather the storm.


“Excellent
suggestion, Mr. Zheng.  Mr. Ellis, can you arrange this attack?”


“Yes,
Councilor, it should be a simple matter.  I presume you’ll send an envoy with
the precise timing, once that’s determined?”


“Yes, Mr.
Ellis.  We will keep you fully informed.”


…


Once back in
the United States, Ellis called Ian Rennson for a meeting.  “They’re asking me
to take the fall, Ian.”


“What fall,
Derek?”


“You can see
for yourself how everything’s falling apart.  They want me to be their Hitler. 
Completely destroy the economy, the society.  That way their new golden boy can
swoop in and save everyone from me.”


“Did they
promise you safety?”


“Sure.  Just
like they promised it to Milosevic, and Ceausescu, and the rest.  The list is
long.  But you can be absolutely sure that they always lynch their whipping boy
in the end.”


“So what are
you going to do?  Play along?”


“Yes, for a
while.  But I’m going to give them a little surprise when they least expect
it.”
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