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ONE


Palo Alto, California
The moonless, star-swept night was ideal for flying. The pilot glanced at his gauges and could see that the horizon was in perfect alignment with the wings of the twinengine Cherokee. They were approaching the drop-zone in Palo Alto from an easterly heading, a distance of only twenty miles from his hangar in Half Moon Bay. On the left side of the fuselage, the great metropolis surrounding San Francisco Bay shone resplendent with millions of twinkling lights. Travis marveled at the industriousness of generations of Californians that played a role in creating this prosperity. From his vantage point, the city lights appeared like an enormous treasure chest, its burgeoning jewels shimmering in the night.
“Five minutes to the drop-zone,” the pilot said into his mic.
A brief moment followed. Travis Marlon began adjusting the aircraft’s controls so that the engine RPM slowed. He feathered the prop, reducing torque to the engine, the plane stabilizing at a slower speed to give the parachutists a safe departure from the fuselage. He heard two clicks of static in his headphones, indicating the jumpers had received his message, recognizing they were just minutes away from their target.
Travis Marlon loved his job, aware that few were as fortunate as he was to follow a career path that mirrored their passion. Flying in the Bay Area was especially exciting: the Pacific Ocean; Silicon Valley; palm trees and sunshine; central nervous system to the sixth biggest economy in the world; epicenter of biotechnology research on the West Coast. Palo Alto was considered one of the finest places to live in California, even considering the overburden of three million people in the greater San Francisco Bay that called this area home.
But this density of humanity was precisely why Marlon also hated the Bay Area. The freeways were intolerably congested at all times of the day, making air quality an oxymoron rather than a measurement; even the simplest of trips needed careful planning to take advantage of when commute traffic was ebbing. Everything considered, Marlon relished his good fortune, flying high above the chaos that strangled everyday movement below.
The two ninja-looking skydivers in the Cherokee’s fuselage began a final inventory of their equipment in preparation for exiting the aircraft. Both skydivers were completely dressed from head to foot in black Nomex suits. Each wore night-vision goggles, black leather gloves, and storm trooper boots to facilitate their cloak of invisibility. Even their chutes were black-the usually bright metallic carabineers and hardware associated with normal parachute harnesses were top-dressed with black antireflective paint. The two parachutists would be nearly undetectable against the nighttime sky.
“Three minutes,” Marlon said into his radio, and this time he slowed the plane to final approach speed at the predetermined altitude of 5,000 feet. At this height, an observer on the ground would still be able to hear the approaching aircraft, but he had cut the running lights so that anyone looking up from the ground would only see the starry sky. Marlon knew well that cutting the running lights was highly illegal; it would guarantee suspension of his pilot’s license by the FAA were he caught. But this was merely the smallest of infractions that these three were presently undertaking.
The two parachutists completed their safety check and secured the Cherokee’s open door, sitting with their legs dangling outside the fuselage. They removed their headsets and awaited the pilot’s final command before launching into the night sky. Richard Kilmer inspected the lights of the city below, and although he didn’t immediately recognize the Quantum Building, he knew the pilot would get them over the intended target without fail. They had shared scores of military night jumps together and he took great comfort in knowing that Marlon wouldn’t let him down.
At the one-minute mark, Marlon triggered the yellow light indicating that the jumpers were within sixty seconds of the target. Kilmer turned and gave him a thumbs-up. He then looked at the second hand on his illuminated LED dive altimeter to follow the final seconds prior to the jump.
Kilmer clenched his fist and struck it firmly on Dallas Weaver’s thigh. They exchanged a fist pump to confirm they were ready, mindful of the danger of a low-altitude night jump atop an unlit building, but eager to dive from the plane and get on with the job.
“Jumpers away,” Travis whispered to himself, while activating the green light above the back door of the plane. Both parachutists immediately pushed away from the Cherokee, dropping into the sky and letting gravity pull them toward the intended target.
Kilmer was immediately disoriented, as was customary upon exiting the aircraft, especially on a night dive. At first, all he could process was his body flipping end over end, registering brief flashes of light from the city below juxtaposed between fleeting glimpses of a star-strewn black canvas. He instinctively arched into a classic dive posture: chest pushed forward with arms and legs trailing behind. This orientation assured the swift recovery of his bearings, which was essential in a jump from only 5,000 feet. Kilmer would have a mere fifteen seconds of free fall to aim toward the Quantum Building before opening his chute.
Finally gaining his bearings, he looked at the altimeter and positioned his body into a flying wedge to speed himself closer to the target. Each parachutist would need to be nearly perfect to avoid overshooting the building. To do so would put them perilously close to landing on Highway 82. Kilmer had no concern about his partner. He knew Weaver was doing exactly as instructed. They would both safely rendezvous on the Quantum Building at Stanford in the next several minutes. No communication was allowed throughout their jump; more pressing matters demanded their undivided attention.
At 1,000 feet, precisely on schedule, Kilmer pulled the rip cord, releasing the Kevlar straps attached to the parasail chute. His descent decelerated as the black nylon ballooned when his chute caught the air. He spotted the target and tugged on the toggle straps, allowing him to guide his descent in broad, sweeping arcs, closer to the target with each completed circle. Finally, at about twenty-five feet above the surface of the LZ, he pulled down hard on the opposing toggle cords, creating a braking maneuver by the chute. Kilmer dropped silently onto the roof of the Quantum Building, about ten feet from the edge of the nine-story building. Not bad, he thought. His night-vision goggles had given an excellent view of the roof’s limited landing zone. Let’s hope the rest of this job goes as smoothly as the jump.
Kilmer quickly gathered his nylon chute, stuffing the material and cord into his recovery rucksack. Then he looked over his shoulder for Weaver. As expected, he was at the identical point in their neatly choreographed jump. Both men advanced to the south side of the Quantum Building at about the same time.
“That was fun,” Dallas Weaver said eagerly, as he approached Kilmer near the edge on the building. “Did you notice the lights on the sixth floor right above our target?”
“Yeah, I saw ’em,” Kilmer replied tersely, his tone signaling that he wanted no wasted time before penetrating the fifth-floor office. “We’ll give it a bash…no worries now, mate. Git geared up,” he ordered.
The next step in the breach was to rig an anchor point to the top of the building. Weaver wrapped the metal air-conditioner cabinet with a small diameter Kevlar cord, connecting the free ends with a figure-eight knot. Next he gathered up a bight of the rope and tied a jumbo overhand figure-eight. As a last point in the rigging process, Weaver clipped a steel carabineer into the loop created by the knot and attached the two climbing ropes to the anchor.
“Anchor’s ready,” Weaver said, as he walked back over to the edge of the building, where Richard Kilmer was fastening miniature edge rollers to its side.
“Good oh, let’s git vertical,” Kilmer commanded.
Weaver sensed from the tense look on Kilmer’s face and his surly demeanor that ‘ Boss’ was uncharacteristically nervous this evening.
Kilmer climbed on top the building’s edge, holding fast to the rope. “I’ll feel better once we git inside. The roof’s dodgy…no matter Holloway’s recon. Once I breach, we’ll know for sure.”
“Affirmative,” Weaver replied, trying to sound encouraging. He had long ago learned to read between the lines of Kilmer’s colorful Aussie slang.
Both men had donned climbing harnesses over their jumpsuits prior to exiting the plane, so it was an easy transition from parachutist to rappeller. The plan was for Kilmer to rappel from the roof to the fifth floor, a distance of about fifty feet. He would place a diamond-tipped cutting tool on the tempered glass to cut a twenty-four-inch-diameter hole. Four-inch suction cups would secure the glass while Weaver hauled it back to the roof. Thereafter, Weaver would rappel to the office for retrieval of the equations they were sent to acquire.
Richard Kilmer was a specialist at breaching high-tech security systems, so he would enter the building first. Once he had deactivated the alarm, Weaver could get to work.
Kilmer stood on the edge of the roof and slowly leaned into the climbing harness as the rope bore his weight. He lowered himself over the edge, keeping his feet firmly planted and his knees slightly flexed, making a smooth transition from standing horizontally on the roof to vertical against the side of the Quantum Building. His rappel rope was drawn from a small sack at the rear of his climbing harness so it wasn’t visibly dangling against the building. The length was measured to exactly sixty-five feet; a monkey-fist knot at the end assured he couldn’t accidentally rappel off the rope.
As Kilmer cautiously backed down the building, he was forced to invert as he approached the sixth-floor window. This allowed him to secretly peek over the edge of the window to assure that the room was empty. Even if empty, it wouldn’t be wise to leave two climbing ropes exposed for even a short time in case someone returned from another part of the building. Kilmer stole a furtive look below the ceiling of the brightly lit office, and couldn’t help smiling at what he saw.
Lying bare-chested across the center of a large oak desk was a middle-aged man, his pants hanging loosely around his ankles. On top of him was a voluptuous red-haired woman who had unbuttoned her blouse, exposing her well-endowed breasts. She was astride the man, her skirt raised high above her thighs, riding up and down in a slow, rhythmic motion. The woman’s mouth was open and she appeared to be moaning as she pinned the man’s arms down along his sides.
Kilmer watched for a long moment and then forced himself to refocus on the task at hand. He unclipped a small L-shaped piece of black anodized aluminum from an assortment of climbing gear hanging from his harness. Still partially inverted, he placed the bracket in the top left corner of the window and redirected his rope against this pivot point. This changed his rappel angle, avoiding the illuminated window altogether.
Following this slight diversion, Kilmer re-inverted, continuing his graceful descent past the lit office, all the while avoiding another glance at the happenings within. He finally stopped at the office they planned to breach.
“I’m at the target,” he whispered into his mic. “There’s a Sheila on the sixth floor. Sneak a peek but don’t be droolin’,” he added with a slight chuckle. “Stand by for the glass,” he continued, returning to his normally succinct commands. “It’s out in a quickie.”
“Ten-four, I can’t wait,” replied Weaver. “Is she good-looking?”
“She’s no bush pig,” answered Kilmer
Kilmer repositioned himself squarely in the middle of the plate-glass window of the fifth-floor office. He tied off his rappel device to facilitate working hands free to remove the glass. His night-vision goggles worked perfectly to identify two internal security sensors, the first one located in the corner directly above the entrance, the other positioned in the opposite corner of the room. Kilmer assessed that these electronic sensors were capable of identifying a wide range of subtle changes within the office. Sensors of this type could usually distinguish vibrations from incidental movement: sound disturbances, motion detection, and any change in the ambient room temperature. Simply smashing the glass would trigger the alarm from a number of variables that these sensors were installed to monitor. Fortunately, there didn’t appear to be any photo surveillance to overcome, which made deactivating the physical sensors a bit easier.
Kilmer deftly attached a stainless-steel rod with the suction cups to the window. He then firmly mounted a large protractor to the top of the rod and adjusted the arc to cut a two-foot-diameter hole in the glass. Finally, he attached a diamond-tipped scoring tool to the end of the protractor and rested the tip gently on the glass.
“Gimme the line ‘n heave ho…,” Kilmer radioed.
Weaver was waiting for this command. “Ten-four, rope’s coming from your left side,” he responded. Two swings of the rope later and Weaver deftly delivered the knotted end of the haul line to his partner.
Before cutting the glass, Kilmer reached into his breast pocket and removed what appeared to be a small flashlight. The device was actually a powerful laser that could be used to interrupt the surveillance sensors long enough for him to remove the glass and enter the office. The sensors couldn’t be permanently deactivated or this, too, would trigger the alarm system. Rather, by simultaneously shining the laser directly onto each sensor, the system could be temporarily deactivated as the program diagnostics automatically ran a series of redundant analytical queries. From this point, he would have approximately ninety seconds to cut the glass, enter the building, and reset the sensors.
Kilmer removed a miniature signal mirror from his breast pocket and taped it to the glass. The mirror contained several pivot points that allowed him to reflect both sensors on opposite sides of the room at the same time. Then he aimed the penlight onto the surface of the mirror and two ruby-red laser beams perfectly dissected the interior of the office, neutralizing the sensors.
The countdown began. Kilmer worked swiftly, tracing the cutting tool throughout the protractor’s arc. He connected the haul line to the crosspiece between the two suction cups, securely gripped the tie rod, and flexed his knees to provide maximum force as he jerked the glass toward him in one nimble move. The quarter-inch-thick glass popped out cleanly.
“We’re golden,” Kilmer muttered softly, looking up briefly as Weaver silently hauled the round piece of glass up the side of the building.
Weaver peered over the edge as Kilmer unclipped the rope from his climbing harness and, with two hands firmly placed on the inside of the glass, dove through the opening in the window and disappeared from view.
“I’m in,” Kilmer said. “Hang a tick ‘til I conk the alarm.”



TWO


As soon as Richard Kilmer’s hands hit the floor, he somersaulted, which returned him to an upright position in the middle of the office. He only had forty-five seconds left to reset the surveillance sensors before they completed a diagnostic recalibration. If he failed, the sensors would default to the preset variables, sounding the alarm.
He grabbed a chair from near the window and approached the first sensor located opposite the door. Kilmer deployed a handheld diagnostic device used by alarm companies to set surveillance parameters. By activating the manufacturer default variables, the unit would reset to factory settings, wiping out what the installer had programmed. He connected the unit to the sensor via a small access port and pressed the default button. A series of red flashing LED numbers scaled down to zero, indicating this sensor was now temporarily deactivated.
Kilmer moved swiftly to the opposite sensor over the door to repeat the procedure with only twenty seconds remaining. He climbed the chair then softly cursed under his breath.
“Bugger me. Shit howdy, the access port’s jaked.”
Kilmer’s only recourse was to jam the connecting wire through the obstruction and hope it didn’t damage an integral component inside. Fortunately, the material seemed to be harmless Styrofoam, flexible enough to allow the docking port to access the sensor without difficulty. In less than five seconds, he would know for sure- either a shrill alarm would be triggered or he would once again see the red lights counting down to zeros. The room remained silent. The LED lights began sequencing. The office security system was neutralized.
“We’re aces. System’s down; git in here, pally,” Kilmer smoothly commanded through his mic. “Let’s put a rush on.”
Weaver had finished dragging the glass to the roof, disconnected the tie rod, and then reconnected the rope to his own harness. It was now his turn to rappel over the edge of the building.
“On my way, Boss,” Weaver replied, eager to see what was happening on the sixth floor.
While awaiting Weaver’s arrival, Kilmer began searching the office for anything unusual. He noted with passing interest that the owner was an avid Forty-Niners fan. There was an array of memorabilia and several autographed footballs in protective Plexiglas display cases. One large photograph prominently displayed Coach Bill Walsh, Joe Montana, and Jerry Rice with an unidentified, gaunt-looking man that Kilmer figured was the scientist occupying the office.
“Yer slow as a wet weekend. What’s the deal?” Kilmer inquired when Weaver hadn’t turned up within a few moments.
“Right above you, enjoying the peep show,” Weaver replied. “Geez…this guy’s got a nice secretary, man.”
“Ya bludger! Git yer arse down here now, soldier!” Kilmer commanded, unmistakably angry. “Quit screwin’ the pooch.”
“Keep your shirt on, Boss,” replied Weaver. “I know the drill… you can shove that rank crap.”
Dallas Weaver was accustomed to Kilmer’s officious tirades whenever things got dicey; even with years of command experience, his disposition never improved. Weaver first met the Aussie commander in the Gulf War in 1991 while stationed with the SEALS covert ops unit alongside Captain Clarence Hartley. Hartley’s SEAL team had been paired with English forces led by Kilmer. Iraqi zealots were indiscriminatingly setting fire to the Kuwaiti oil fields in the wake of Saddam Hussein’s first loss to allied forces. Their joint mission was to eliminate as many of these subversives as possible before all the operating oil fields in Kuwait were set ablaze. They’d kicked ass together.
Subsequent to his honorable discharge, Weaver and others of his unit had been recruited by Kilmer to devote their extraordinary lethal skills to lucrative mercenary endeavors. Each had been trained as highly proficient killers-their professional training bought with taxpayers’ dollars. But following this distinguished patriotic service, they were unceremoniously discarded and left to find work in a society for which they were ill-suited. Richard Kilmer had assembled his covert band of tactical warriors by constituting a rigorous examination process, which included a personal reference from an existing member. In this fashion, Kilmer knew intimately the strengths and weaknesses of each of his commandos.
Weaver was thankful he measured up to Kilmer’s meticulous background investigation, and was especially grateful that Kilmer recognized his unique skill for breaching seemingly impregnable computer programs. This had earned him a spot in Kilmer’s elite mercenary squad.
But Kilmer’s unquestioned authority didn’t excuse his obnoxious behavior, either. Weaver didn’t appreciate that he sometimes barked orders like there was still a military command structure. That, he couldn’t tolerate.
Weaver re-inverted, taking care to guide his rope into the directional device, and within seconds he rappelled to the sill of the office. He squatted to draw some slack in the rope, deftly unclipped his friction device, and leaned down to dive headlong through the window five stories above the parking lot. His entrance was not as graceful as Kilmer’s. He did not immediately spring to his feet, but simply rolled over onto his stomach before standing up.
“Good on ya, mate,” Kilmer groused, looking down at Weaver. “I thought I might order up one of yer Yanks’ pizzas,” he added sarcastically.
Weaver straightened up, unbuckling his harness and staring impudently back at Kilmer. “Sweet,” he said. “I like New York-style thin crust… with anchovies…since we’ve got the time. You place the order; I’ll start hacking the mainframe.”
“Can it,” Kilmer blustered. “Git yer arse to the terminal. Just like we planned-the Feds can’t figure anyone but Marshall. If they think the hacker used the backdoor, it’ll change everythin’. Holloway’ll go berko.”
“You got it,” Weaver said, taking a seat behind the console as the monitor lit up. He could see Kilmer’s face in normal light for the first time, both having taken off the night-vision goggles.
“Mind ya…use the password. That fingers Marshall from the git go,” Kilmer said.
Weaver could see the concern etched on Kilmer’s face. “How’s our time? It’ll take me five minutes to hack into the server and retrieve the data; another minute or so to compress the formulas and download; probably a couple more to cover our tracks and establish the misdirection clues. I need at least ten minutes to be thorough.”
Kilmer watched carefully over Weaver’s shoulder. He looked at his watch. “Listen up; ya need to be squared away in ten ticks. We’re cool so far…but we could run up a gumtree once we leave. Some wanker’ll patrol up here between 23:00 to 23:15 hours. Ya have a fair go till then…but let’s be on El Camino Real by that time,” he answered in a calm, composed manner.
Dallas Weaver’s fingers flew rapidly over the keyboard while images and numbers briefly flashed on the computer monitor. Kilmer was fascinated by the expertise of his prized computer genius as he smoothly orchestrated what appeared to be unbelievably complex commands. He had no clue what Weaver was doing, nor did he really care. His singular interest was to extract the data Holloway sought and make the Feds suspect Ryan Marshall. Simply knowing that the password was Amerigodevina was enough to put the Feds on Marshall’s trail. But Holloway demanded that they unmistakably implicate this unsuspecting pawn in the master plan.
Kilmer marveled at the thoroughness of Alastair Holloway. How he had conceived a plan as ingenious as the one they were undertaking was a total mystery. Not only was the plan brazen, but it was calculated to the finest detail, including supplying an obscure password that could take hours to unravel under normal computer-hacking methods. There was no mistaking the man’s resourcefulness. He was a brilliant, extremely wealthy, and forceful human being, and woe to anyone that crossed him.
Weaver completed downloading the closely guarded proprietary information from the main server. He then integrated telltale clues in the retrieval system of the computer’s hard drive. This would provide a veritable thumbprint for who had most likely hacked the files belonging to the Quantum Corporation.
Quantum was an affiliate of the Stanford Research Institute, which meant this theft, would be considered industrial espionage. That would draw in the FBI, which would first look to see if the backdoor was breached. The Feds would recognize that there was no infiltration from beyond the firewall established to protect the system. When they eventually discovered that the password was used, they would follow a path leading unmistakably to Ryan Marshall.
Incredible, Kilmer thought. While the Feds are all over Marshall and his cousin, we’ll be making history in Kentucky. This’ll be the most outlandish heist in the annals of criminology.
“Good oh, mate. Time’s up,” Kilmer said, looking up from a steady gaze at his watch. “Hustle up…we’re out o’ here.”
Weaver never hesitated, but kept punching the keys. “I’m about there…just a couple more keystrokes to seal off the server and we’ll be ready to rock and roll.”
He shut down access to the mainframe and removed the memory sticks that now contained all the formulas on the antigravity device they were extracting. A few more moves and the screen went blank.
“Done,” he said, standing up abruptly while carefully tucking the memory sticks into a protective case. “We’re gone.”
Kilmer was careful to remove all the equipment they had brought into the office, and just as careful to drop some evidence that would further implicate Marshall. He placed a couple of strands of Marshall’s hair near the computer terminal then tossed a crumpled-up piece of scrap paper under the desk. The paper was from a notepad with Marshall’s company name, Levitation Solutions, across the top. It contained a note and phone number in Marshall’s handwriting. He paused, giving one last glance to assure they had not missed anything, and, convinced they were ready, nodded for Weaver to open the door.
Weaver slowly opened the outer office door that emptied into the hallway of the Quantum Building. Immediately to his left was the elevator, but they turned in the opposite direction to access the stairwell only fifty feet to the right.
Both men moved smoothly into the stairwell and began ascending the steps. Their footsteps upon the steel treads were silenced by their rubberized boots. Suddenly Kilmer stopped and held his hand up. They both froze. It took only a second to realize they were not alone. Trudging slowly down the stairway from the floor above was someone else. A researcher. The man was lost in thought and appeared to be reading a lab report as he walked.
Realizing the man wasn’t a security guard, Kilmer motioned to Weaver to follow his lead. He knew the scientist would have no time to react if they approached him in as normal a fashion as possible.
“Did ya catch the Lakers last night?” Kilmer asked in an upbeat tone as he rounded the stairs on the sixth-floor landing. “I swear Phil Jackson’s cunnin’ as shithouse rat,” he said loudly.
“No, I missed the game. Bridgett and I were invited by one of her friends for dinner. Boring evening…what a guy’s gotta do to keep peace in the family,” Weaver replied, catching on as they approached the startled scientist.
The man looked up from his document at Kilmer and Weaver as they rounded the landing that he was slowly approaching. The look of confusion on his face quickly gave way to suspicion.
“Hey…what are you people doing in here?” he demanded, stopping upon the stairwell. “Where’re your badges? I’ll have to call security and…”
Kilmer was on him in a flash. A swift and powerful karate chop to the side of the neck temporarily incapacitated the scientist as he slumped to the floor. Weaver had moved behind the man to help brace his fall. He would be unconscious for at least five minutes, giving them enough time to consider their options.
“What the fuck do we do now?” Weaver asked angrily, lowering the scientist onto the stairwell. “What’s the use of all the incriminating evidence we just planted if this bozo can tell the cops he saw two commandos leaving the building?”
“Cut the crap. Give me a sec to noodle this through,” seethed Kilmer. “By Jingos, we’ve got options here…but we need to move careful.” He quickly ran through the list of alternatives:
“The quickest would be to off the miserable bloke-that would remove an eyewitness; but then we’d have a body. If we left ’im behind…this would finger Marshall in a murder. Holloway’d bust a gut. More worries short term would be to let the pester live, in which case the cops’ll think Marshall had an accomplice. Not bad…but he’s supposed to be alone. Cripes, we’ve got the rough end of the pineapple here,” he mused, looking unsure. “Really, the only solution’s to keep ‘im breathing. We’ll break into ‘is office so it looks like the blighter caught us red handed, but the two events are unrelated.
“Git ‘is badge,” Kilmer hastily demanded. He began searching the man for any information on where he worked in the building. “We’ll let the wanker live.”
“Wouldn’t it be more practical to kill the guy, take the body with us, and dispose of it somewhere off-site?” Weaver asked as they ransacked the unconscious scientist’s pants and lab coat. “I’m not convinced another B amp;E is our best move. That’ll set off the alarm and bring security right to us. Even if we can get into this son-of-a-bitch’s office…what in the devil’s name do we look for? And what can we possibly steal to make it look real?”
“It’ll come out in the wash, Dallas,” Kilmer replied with a sneer. “We don’t have time for yackin’. He’s got a nuclear badge, so he’s bein’ monitored for rads. The way we’re dressed, he’ll figure we were tryin’ to nab uranium. All we do is make it look like we were fingerin’ some. Or, better yet…we make it look like we’re doing recon for a later hit. Howzat?”
Kilmer grabbed the man from underneath the armpits. “Come on, gimmie a grip. We’ll drag ‘im back to his office. With ‘is badge, we’ll be able to git into ‘is lab. From there it’s no sweat. ”
Weaver moved reluctantly. He was scowling from this unforeseen development. Nothing ever seemed to rattle Kilmer. The more precarious or dangerous the situation, the calmer and more deliberate he became. There never seemed an occasion past or present that could shock him into incapacity. While this was unnerving at times, at this particular moment Weaver was relieved there appeared to be an immediate plan to follow other than his, which would have been to throw the unfortunate soul off the roof.
Both men awkwardly hoisted the medium-sized man and draped an arm around each of their shoulders to bear his dead weight. They were thankful he didn’t seem to weigh more than about 180 pounds or dragging him to the third floor would have been much more difficult. They proceeded to the third level and could hear the man’s feet bumping on each successive step as they dragged him down the stairwell. His head was slumped heavily forward with his chin resting unnaturally on his chest. His breath had a fetid smell as though he had just consumed some particularly rank Limburger cheese. This combined to make a particularly difficult task all the more unsavory.
“Drop ’im here a sec,” Kilmer said when they reached the third-floor landing. “Stay here. I’ll sort out a safe route. Keep radio silence.”
Kilmer opened the door to the hallway and took a sly peek down both sides of the wide corridor, scouting for guards. The stairway was equidistant between each half of the building, so it was imperative to choose the correct direction to begin his search for the scientist’s lab. Guessing that this floor was likely oriented identically to the fifth, he promptly deduced that room 313 would be in the opposite direction from where they had infiltrated room 539 above. He proceeded into the hallway and moved to his left, relieved that his deduction was correct-the numbers were indeed descending as he swept down the hallway.
Kilmer quickly reached lab 313 and noted that this unit appeared to occupy the entire remaining corner of the building. Above the door was a placard with the word “CAUTION” emblazoned in bright red letters. There was also the obligatory insignia indicating the presence of radioactivity. A second, smaller sign warned that everyone entering the lab was required to wear a radioactive detection badge.
He took the researcher’s security badge and swiped it through the card scanner at the left of the doorway. The scanner emitted an annoying buzz, indicating that the entry procedure had not been accepted. Kilmer immediately recognized the reason he was not permitted entry. “Ya mug!” he hissed.
In conjunction with the security card, the user was required to place a thumbprint on the scanner to verify entry to the premises. At this point, Kilmer knew his work was done; to proceed further, he would be forced to retrieve the scientist and use his fingerprint to access the lab.
Kilmer reappeared in the stairwell and was shocked to see Weaver trying to choke the struggling scientist.
“Blimey! What the fuck?” he asked, exasperated by Weaver’s actions. “I told ya to keep the bloat alive, not choke the bastard.”
“The son-of-a-bitch was starting to come around. What was I supposed to do…hit him again?” Weaver explained. “I’m about out of patience with this bullshit.” The quick-tempered tone in his voice spoke volumes. The tension was getting to him.
“Righto,” Kilmer replied. More upsetting would have been walking into the stairwell and seeing the scientist regaining consciousness. Weaver had acted correctly to neutralize the situation before something else went awry. “Listen, mate, I jumped ya wrong. My bad. This gig’s g’ttin’ more complicated by the minute. Help me git ‘im to the lab. I need his thumb for the security scan.”
They both stooped and once again awkwardly heaved the sagging scientist to his feet, securing his arms over their shoulders. They walked swiftly to reduce their exposure and get through the open hallway as quickly as possible. Finally reaching lab 313, Kilmer lifted one of the scientist’s thumbs and pressed down on the reader.
“Slide his card through the scanner,” he directed Weaver. “This’ll git us out o’ the bloomin’ hallway.”
As soon as Weaver swiped the card, they heard a slight click as the magnetic bolt locking the door was deactivated. The security system had recognized the proper sequence to enter the office. They shuffled the unconscious scientist into the lab and placed him indelicately on the floor, glad to be free of his dead weight. The lab was partially illuminated but otherwise vacant-a relief to both men.
“Good oh, check the other room. Ferret anythin’ we can use for seedin’ clues,” instructed Kilmer. “I’ll search in here.”
“Got it,” Weaver responded, regaining his normally unflappable disposition. “I’m stoked we got through the hall without being seen. That felt like a minor miracle.”
They had been in the lab only a few minutes when a sharp knock on the door startled Kilmer, freezing him in place.
Who the hell could that be?



THREE


“Dr. Levassuer,it’s securtity.” There was a pause, and then, “Are you okay?” barked a guard’s husky voice from the outside hallway.
There was another firm rap on the door. “Dr. Levassuer…Sam, can you hear me? Is everything all right in there? Your scanner was just activated a few minutes ago. I need to know if everything’s all right.”
Damnit! Kilmer moved quickly to the door and made an instantaneous decision. He cursed himself for failing to anticipate that his first botched attempt to enter the lab would have alerted security. A guard would normally be dispatched to investigate the matter. His error had uncharacteristically and fatally compromised the mission beyond recovery. Without further thought or hesitation, he reached into the small of his back and extracted his compact 380 Beretta automatic.
In one swift move, he jerked the door open and fired one shot into the middle of the guard’s forehead. The burly man was momentarily stunned to see Kilmer pointing a gun at him, but he had no time to react. The hollow point that was shot through his head blew the entire back of his skull and most of his brains onto the wall directly behind him. He stood there for a fraction of a second with an incomprehensible look on his face then crashed to the floor. He lay there involuntarily twitching, his heart still beating, but pumping an expanding crimson pool over the beige tile of the hallway floor. The life force slowly ebbed from his body.
“ Let’s roll,” Kilmer yelled to Weaver, who raced from the back of the lab at the sound of the gunshot. The first thing Weaver saw was Kilmer standing over the guard. Kilmer hastily re-holstered his revolver and caught a look of disgust in his partner’s face as they rejoined in the hallway.
“No choice, pally” Kilmer said, noticing that Weaver was about to vocalize shock and rebuke for what had just taken place.
“Poor bloke was in the wrong place at the wrong time. My bad. Crikey, Holloway’s gonna be madder ’n a cut snake…should o’ guessed I tripped an alarm from the git go.”
“Jeee-sus-key-rist,” Weaver slowly replied.
“Let’s make tracks, mate,” Kilmer said, trying to regain his composure. “Cavalry’s on the way. Git to the rendezvous.”
Weaver looked over the carnage in the hallway. “ Damnation ” was the only word that came to mind. He reached down to retrieve the guard’s radio. They could hear security trying to contact him every few seconds. Keeping the radio would apprise them of any new developments as they made their retreat.
“I didn’t have time in the lab to get into the computer system, but I did mess up the work area to make it look like I was searching for a password. This will make for some initial confusion,” Weaver said, as both men ran to the stairwell at the end of the corridor.
“Yer aces,” Kilmer replied. “We’ll have time later to pitch the cricket if we survive. Just now, we run the rest of the op as planned.”
The men entered the stairwell in earnest, taking the stairs two at a time to the roof. They followed the chatter on the dead guard’s radio, hoping they didn’t meet anyone as they made their way up.
As expected, the night-shift chief of security had been alerted when he heard what sounded like a gunshot from one of the upper floors. The chief had previously dispatched guard Frank Santos to investigate the silent alarm from the third-floor radiation lab, and was now frantically trying to raise a response from his trustworthy fellow guardsman.
“Frank, this is central, come in,” repeated the guard’s radio at intervals of every five seconds. “Frank, if you’re okay, give me a signal,” the chief repeated.
The failure to get a response from Santos after the first few tries prompted the chief to call the Palo Alto police department for backup. He held his position in the front lobby while monitoring the cameras that were his eyes to different points throughout the building. Because there was radioactive material used for research projects in the building, most of the video surveillance was oriented toward the outside-watching for anyone trying to break in. Once inside the building, however, there was a dearth of video surveillance, a condition that security had often said was a glaring deficiency.
“Frank, PAPD is on its way. Hang in there, buddy. If you can hear me, give me a signal,” the chief persisted, in frustrating but determined attempts to raise his partner.
“Marlon, ya copy?” Kilmer keyed into his mic. “PAPD’s on the way. We need an evac. Git down here, now.”
Both men were back on the roof and moving directly toward the center of the Quantum Building. They could hear the faraway wail of a police siren and knew there were only moments to evacuate. In no time, the entire block would be surrounded by SWAT and other tactical members from the Palo Alto Police Department.
“Ten-four, team leader. I’ve been monitoring radio traffic; confirming PAPD’s been dispatched to your location. Security reported a possible B amp;E with a non-responsive guard. They’re rolling two units, expected to approach from opposite sides of the building. Relax, team leader…I’ve got you in sight. It’s a walk in the park from here,” Travis Marlon radioed, much to Kilmer’s relief as he and Weaver both looked skyward for the helicopter that would bear them safely away.
The two men stood patiently as the Huey slowly descended toward the rooftop. Even over the roar of the rotor wash, the police sirens were growing appreciably louder now, signaling they would soon arrive at the Quantum Building.
A ladder made from high-tension cable was suspended beneath the helicopter. As it moved steadily closer to the center of the roof, Kilmer was careful to let the metal rope ladder touch the top of the building before grabbing hold. This allowed the static electricity generated from the rotating blades to discharge. Failing to do so would result in a seriously painful shock as the discharge went through his hand rather than into the building.
Without speaking, both Kilmer and Weaver hastily grabbed hold of the dangling ladder as the helicopter hovered some twenty feet overhead. Each held fast to a rung of the ladder and were flown through the air in a fixed-line fly-away — a term coined by the Army Rangers. This method of evacuation was quicker and actually safer than trying to land the helicopter on the roof of the building.
“Heave ho, evac,” Richard Kilmer yelled into his mic.
Weaver circled his finger overhead to indicate they were ready for the brief flight that would whisk them away from the Quantum Building. The two commandos held fast as the overhead rotor slowly lifted them up. They felt the full force of the wind blast from the rotating blades as the aircraft snatched them quickly off the roof. They could see the streetlights and traffic below and knew it was just a brief ride to Bowling Green Park, where Colt would be waiting with the van.
To divert attention from FAA and air traffic control, Holloway had Marlon submit a nighttime training flight plan. The Quantum Building and Bowling Green Park just happened to lie along the route to be flown. In this manner, Marlon could quickly do the evacuation from the roof, drop his payload, and continue along his pre-authorized flight path. This would also provide a plausible explanation about why he was flying near Stanford University and the Quantum Building at the time of the break-in. The evacuation from the roof and the subsequent flight to Bowling Green Park would only take about two minutes, allaying suspicion from FAA.
As the helicopter approached the drop-zone, the two commandos unclipped from the ladder and dropped to the ground from about five feet. This allowed Marlon to maintain his power and depart the area before anyone with radar noticed his aircraft hovering over the park.
“Good luck, team leader,” Marlon said, as he bid farewell to his teammates. “See you in San Jose.”
“Ten-four, evac,” replied Kilmer. “Ya saved our arses, mate.”
Both Kilmer and Weaver made a hasty retreat to the north end of Bowling Green, where the cargo van was awaiting their arrival. Colt Hamil sat behind the wheel with the motor running and immediately pulled away from the curb as they jumped in.
“The op was jigged; had to clip a guard who rolled us leavin’ another office,” Kilmer said, buckling his seatbelt.
“But lucky on us, we ripped-off Conrad and that scientist we clocked won’t r’member much. This gig started out aces…but went all to hell. Ya okay?” he asked, turning to look at Weaver.
Weaver nodded, but seemed preoccupied with watching Colt negotiate the traffic in his methodical and professional manner. “Jesus, what a fucked-up mess,” he uttered, finally comfortable that the worst was over. It didn’t appear that the police or anyone had witnessed them enter the van or leave the scene.
“I won’t second-guess your decision, Boss, but did you really have to blow away the guard?” he asked, irritated they had added murder to their list of crimes for the evening.
“Hey, thanks to you guys,” Colt interrupted, “I just added a second-degree murder to my rap sheet if we’re busted. What the hell happened up there? Did I hear you right? You broke into two offices?” he asked glancing sideways at Kilmer with his eyebrows askance.
“Ease down, mates,” Kilmer replied. “Ya heard right…I had no choice. I don’t like this any more than ya’ll. Suffice it to say, Holloway’ll be pissin’ ‘imself the op was successful. The Feds’ll finger Marshall in the breach of ‘is cousin’s office and that scientist’ll think he saw two commandos liftin’ nuke fuel. The guard got in the way is all. He’s collateral damage. Now quit bitchin’ and let’s git home. I could use a grog. Anyone else?” he asked, sounding nonchalant, hoping to cut the tension he could feel from Colt and Weaver.
Kilmer knew it wasn’t going to be as easy as that. He still had to explain to Alastair Holloway how terribly wrong everything went down this evening. He knew he would have to suffer the wrath of this egomaniac, but also knew with equal measure that Holloway’s facile imagination would surely create some rational explanation to turn the events to his advantage. Kilmer decided to have a couple beers to decompress before placing the call to Holloway.
Upon reflection, Kilmer wondered if the dead security guard had a family. Unfortunate, he thought. Richard Kilmer knew that the mark of a good warrior lay in the ability to resist the regrets of battle, regardless how cruel or odious the outcome. He had never harbored personal regrets from any of the dozens of deaths he had executed through his years of service as a military officer, but civilians were different, and he considered the security guard a civilian. He was an unintended casualty of an operation gone wrong. Richard Kilmer knew that at some point he would be held accountable for the man’s untimely demise. Karma aside, Kilmer believed that changing the life path of another individual was not without meaning.
“We got the info ya ordered,” Kilmer said nonchalantly to the man paying for his services.
“Outstanding. When can you provide the data?” replied the terse but urgent voice on the other end of the scrambled personal PDA phone.
“T’morrow,” Kilmer replied. “Weaver’ll hand the disc off to Aldin Mills at his lab in Redwood Shores. No clue how much time he’ll need to program the equations…maybe a couple of days. But that’s out o’ my hands.”
“Confirm that we now have everything to make this thing work- you’ve retrieved Conrad’s formulas. I expect a fully functional machine this time,” demanded the surly voice on the phone.
“Aldin’ll get everythin’ we lifted from Conrad’s computer. And Weaver planted all the info for the Feds…as specified. This’ll finger Marshall. That part of the op was good as gold,” he concluded, hinting that everything hadn’t gone flawlessly.
“Elaborate,” said Holloway, the irritation in his voice almost palpable through the phone line.
“I had to off a guard,” Kilmer replied apologetically. He told Holloway the remainder of the story surrounding their bungled evacuation from the Quantum Building.
“I guess I didn’t make myself perfectly clear when I told you not to mess this up! ” Holloway angrily replied, making no pretense at disguising his rage. “So…let me get this straight. We have a dead guard and an eyewitness that can put you and Weaver at the scene of a double theft and homicide at the Quantum Building. And after breaking into a second lab, you hung around long enough to kill some fat bastard that fancies himself a guard. Are you out of your goddamned mind?” he yelled into the phone.
“You assured me this would be done exactly as planned,” Holloway continued, the vitriol oozing from his voice. “I supplied the reconnaissance detail you requested; procured the password to get past the firewall; established the timeline for conducting the operation; even arranged the air evacuation…” he seethed, lacking any modicum of restraint in excoriating Richard Kilmer. “Next time I want a cluster fuck, I’ll be sure to call a goddamned Australian commando.”
Kilmer tried like hell to maintain his composure. “It was a command decision,” Kilmer replied steadily, refusing to be unnerved. “My only choice was to save the lab rat. Yer dodgy recon should o’ clued us there might be someone cruisin’ the halls that late. Killin’ ‘im would’ve implicated Ryan Marshall in a murder. Is that what ya wanted? Ya weren’t there, Mr. Holloway.”
Kilmer fully understood that this was Alastair Holloway’s modus operandi: a gifted individual always in control and without peer, invariably the smartest one in the room, bitingly caustic, belittling anyone who made even the smallest of errors. His behavior was irritating under the best of circumstances, but he tolerated it for the money Holloway provided for his singular services. But when he felt the sting of his whip, there was only so much Kilmer would stomach.
“None of this is what I wanted, you arrogant ass,” Holloway replied. “Make sure you get my data to Mills tomorrow… without any further complications,” he shouted.
The phone went dead in Kilmer’s ear.
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The Quantum Building was swarming with activity. Crimson flashing lights rhythmically flooded the structure’s exterior. Response vehicles from every emergency service agency-from sheriff to coroner-had all responded to the 911 call from the chief security guard. Palo Alto police surrounded Quantum and completed a thorough search of each quarter of the building. The Santa Clara Sheriff’s SWAT unit coordinated a search along the streets leading from the murder scene; several more SWAT members took positions atop adjacent buildings. The crackle of sporadic radio transmissions permeated the surrounding area from the multiple jurisdictions responding to the incident.
The county EMS coordinating team was activated and quickly established a command center on the first floor. A single radio frequency was assigned to the multi-agency coordinating team so that each member could communicate directly with the incident command center. The MAC streamlined emergency response protocols that would be in conflict were it not for prior training amongst the members. The years of training paid handsome dividends at an incident like Quantum, and Captain Clay Hawkley swelled with pride at how well the MAC was functioning.
Captain Hawkley established the incident command shortly after his arrival on scene. He was well versed in the role, having been the chief architect who created the MAC in Santa Clara County. The IC was kept insulated from interference, but in direct contact with every ranking officer in the unit. In this way, information coming from the field was filtered, processed, and analyzed, making command decisions responsive to only the most current information.
Captain Hawkley awaited breaking information from his field commanders: Lieutenant Morris from division headquarters was investigating the crime scene; Sergeant Cristobel from SWAT was covering the perimeter of the building; Lieutenant Pomeroy from homicide was interviewing the surviving guard. Captain Hawkley patiently anticipated reports from these three seasoned professionals.
On the third floor, Lieutenant David Morris was busily taking notes from his first impression of the crime scene. The county coroner pronounced the victim dead at the scene and took possession of the remains. The scene of the crime was a gruesome affair, but not unlike most homicides that involved a shooting. The victim lay on his back in the middle of the corridor, immediately in front of lab 313. There was a large pool of blood surrounding the victim, which had discharged from a massive head wound. Looking down at the corpse, Lieutenant Morris recognized the amazed look on his face; the expression and open eyes conveyed surprise. He marveled at the surfeit of forensic evidence available from the initial examination of a murder victim. A trained eye could usually detect the circumstances immediately preceding the crime-whether an argument or struggle precipitated the murder, or as in this case, it was completely unexpected.
A small hole directly in the center of the victim’s forehead proved that the shooter was an expert marksman. Even though this was a close-range shooting, it was rare to see a murder committed in passion where a bullet hole was so perfectly centered. Morris concluded that the shooter was a professional, and while he had been clearly caught off-guard, he made an instant decision that killing the intruder was the most expedient course of action. Cold, calculating, and remorseless. All trademarks of a trained professional assassin, Morris thought.
The hole in the victim’s forehead confirmed that a small caliber weapon was used. But the massive exit wound suggested a hollow point bullet, meant to shred and kill, rather than wound or maim. Brain matter was splattered against the back of the wall in a diameter of about fifteen inches, confirming that the back of the victim’s skull had literally exploded against the impact of the hollow point. Lieutenant Morris also recognized a small hole in the wall. It was at the center of the crimson splash of blood and brains from the victim’s head. This small hole was unquestionably made by the slug that was fired through Frank Santos’s cranium. Retrieving the slug would provide the caliber of the weapon used, though it probably wouldn’t be of much use beyond that. If, as he suspected, the murderer was a professional, the gun used was most likely untraceable. Still, there was a good bit of information to be gathered from this crime scene.
“Got anything, Sergeant?” Morris asked as he entered Dr. Levassuer’s lab.
“Not really. It looks like an unplanned entry, from what we can determine,” responded Sergeant Chino. “Stuff’s been shoved around to make it look like they were searching for something, but Dr. Levassuer claims that nothing’s missing. We got his statement.”
“Anything interesting?”
Sergeant Chino shrugged, looking at his notes. “You be the judge,” he replied, peering over the rim of his reading glasses. Chino had a reputation for short, terse statements. “Levassuer says he was walking down the stairs and was overpowered by two men dressed in black and wearing hoods. Both men were of medium height and build. He claims they approached him from below, but before he realized what was happening, they knocked him out. He came to sometime later, but distinctly remembers hearing a helicopter above the building. His statement corroborates what we’ve discovered on the roof.”
“Okay, good work, Sergeant,” Morris replied. “Who’s on the roof?”
“Sergeant Cristobel and his SWAT guys are up there. They found discarded climbing gear, rope, and two parachutes. Apparently the perps parachuted onto the roof, set an anchor, and rappelled into the fifth-floor office occupied by a Dr. Jarrod Conrad. Sergeant Reynolds is up there now,” Chino summarized so Morris could assess which location to check on next. “Let me know if I can help out on the fifth floor, Lieutenant,” he volunteered, hoping to get involved in the more exciting part of the crime investigation.
“No…I want this area to have your full attention, Sergeant,” Morris instructed. He was well aware of Chino’s ambitious nature. “I want everything documented before the coroner moves the victim; make sure nothing’s overlooked. After the victim is moved and the scene is cleared, you can join us on the fifth floor. Understood?” he said politely. But he had not meant it to be anything other than an order.
“Affirmative,” Sergeant Chino replied, not enthused with his orders but accepting them nonetheless. “I’ll make sure this scene is cleared by the book.”
As Lieutenant Morris made his way to the fifth floor, he called Hawkley to give his preliminary findings from the homicide scene. He reported that the murder was committed by at least two professionals while attempting to obscure their primary crime: the burglary on the fifth floor. Hawkley was intrigued and asked for an immediate report on the fifth-floor break-in as soon as it was available.
David Morris emerged from the elevator and proceeded to the open door about halfway down the long corridor of labs. The fifth floor of the Quantum Building seemed to be a little less clinical than the third floor. There were large photos adorning the walls along the full length of the corridor. One particularly striking photo dominated the area just off the elevator: the classic portrait of Albert Einstein-white hair a mess, chalk in hand, drawing complex equations on a blackboard. Another depicted Robert Oppenheimer at his lab in Los Alamos, New Mexico. At several locations throughout the corridor, placards displayed radioactive warning signs about the use of nuclear isotopes. There was little doubt that the fifth floor was conducting atomic energy research.
As Morris approached the lab, several SWAT officers in camouflage turnouts were just leaving. He questioned them briefly and was joined shortly by Detective Sergeant Mark Reynolds from inside the lab. The nameplate showed the office belonged to Jarrod Conrad, Ph. D.
“Evening, Detective,” Morris said, shaking Reynolds’s hand. “Got anything interesting?”
“Hi, Dave…another thrilling evening in Gotham, eh,” Reynolds said sardonically, trying for a bit of levity.
“Never a dull moment, Mr. Wayne,” Morris replied. “Tell me the Riddler hasn’t resurfaced.”
“Riddle me this…” Reynolds continued dryly. “Here’s the synopsis.”
Reynolds paused briefly, clearing his throat. “It appears that two men parachuted onto the roof and rappelled over the south side of the building. They then breached the office at the anterior of the lab, and hacked the main computer server from that office work station,” he said pointing to the computer terminal. “We haven’t determined what was taken, but they weren’t in the office more than about twenty minutes, tops. They had detailed reconnaissance of the building. Someone very connected put this together, Lieutenant.”
Sergeant Reynolds had a particular expertise for solving crimes involving industrial espionage and computer theft. When he believed something was a certainty, most high-ranking superiors in the department considered it an incontrovertible fact.
“Thanks for the update, Mark,” Morris replied. “No surprises, then?”
“Well…actually… yes, there is a surprise of sorts. We found a crumpled piece of paper under the sofa with a phone number on it. It was written on a scratch pad from a construction company in Bernalillo, New Mexico. It’s unlikely the perpetrators would have dropped this paper; they’re too well choreographed to make that mistake. If they left it behind, it had a purpose…they wanted it found.”
“Let me see the note,” Morris asked.
Reynolds reached for a large zip-lock bag containing the previously crumpled-up paper. It was lying on a service table at the side of the office. He handed it to Morris. “We haven’t had time to dust for prints but we’ll get on this first thing at the lab,” he said, watching Morris examine the contents of the bag, turning it back and forth several times trying to get a sense of why this note would be in the office.
Morris read the note aloud, “‘Check with Apache Steel about delivery of BigMo.’ It could belong to the occupant of the office, couldn’t it?” Morris guessed.
“Sure could…but I doubt it,” Reynolds shrugged. “We won’t know until we can question the owner-Dr. Jarrod Conrad. From notes on his desk, it looks like he’s conducting some kind of gravity research. I’ve also called Sal Palatino. He’s on his way. Let’s see if he can get into the server. He’ll be able to tell us if anything was copied or corrupted.” Reynolds concluded his statements succinctly, taking the zip-lock back from Lieutenant Morris. He slipped it into his jacket pocket.
“Okay. I assume you’ve assigned someone to contact this New Mexico Company about a connection to Dr. Conrad?”
“Already called dispatch,” Reynolds replied. “They have the number. We’ll know who owns this company and what they do by morning. Someone from the local PD will pay them a visit tomorrow. Conrad may also be able to clear the whole thing up.”
“Okay, tell me about this breach,” Morris questioned, walking toward the hole in the window. “Looks pretty clean. How’d they get past the alarm?” he asked, pointing to one of the deactivated sensors in the corner of the office.
“Again…these guys are pros, Lieutenant, and their recon is some of the best available. They knew beforehand the type of sensors they’d encounter. The breach took less than a minute or the sensors would have recalibrated. This is a very cool customer.”
Morris rubbed his forehead. He closed his eyes, trying to assimilate all the details from Detective Reynolds. “Alright, I get the picture,” he said drawing a big breath. “It’ll be interesting to find out what these two were after.”
Reynolds nodded. “I’ll bet it was something damned important.”
“You’re probably right. Let me see if I’ve got this straight,” Morris continued, still massaging his temples. He reverted to this habit whenever he wanted to focus his concentration. “We’ve got two perps dressed in ninja garb. They jump onto the roof, rappel down to the fifth floor, and enter this office to grab something from Conrad’s computer. Then they exit, but meet an eyewitness, which forces an unplanned diversion into the lab on level three. This alerts the security guards, one of whom responds and they blow him away. They immediately retreat to the roof, get picked off by helicopter, and are presently at large in the city. Does that about sum it up, Detective?” Morris asked, looking bemused by the recitation of facts.
“You got it-so far as we can tell, Lieutenant,” Reynolds replied. “Shall we visit the roof before heading back to the CP?”
“Yeah, let’s complete the circuit just in case Hawkley asks me something in particular,” he replied. He figured there wasn’t much to be gained since Sergeant Cristobel and SWAT had already investigated the scene. It wasn’t likely SWAT missed anything.
Of all the available evidence, he considered the crumpled-up note the most remarkable. There was something distinctly outof-place about it. Also intriguing was the debacle that became of the exit strategy that resulted in the murder of an innocent man. Reynolds was correct; this case had every appearance of being a well-planned, professional operation. They would be lucky to find a shred of evidence to trace to these guys. But killing Frank Santos was a big mistake, and would lead to their undoing. Morris relished the challenge of leading the investigation. There’s a pattern here…I can’t see it yet, but it’s here. The more complex the crime, the more opportunity for error.
Morris followed Sergeant Reynolds to the roof. As he suspected, there wasn’t anything new apart from what the primary investigators had already reported. He called Hawkley.
“IC, Morris,” he radioed downstairs. He looked down at the Stanford campus. Flashing lights from myriad EMS vehicles continued to saturate the area, magnifying shadows and casting surreal images across the landscape. Morris couldn’t help but feel saddened by the thought of the dead guard. He wondered if the man had a family that would soon learn the tragic news of his death. He was thankful he wasn’t the department chaplain, who would notify the family of the loss. What a waste, he thought.
“IC…report,” replied Hawkley from the incident command center. “Have you completed investigating the physical evidence?”
“Affirmative. I’m just leaving the roof. We’ve got a couple solid leads you’ll find interesting,” he said. “We may be able to piece something together.”
“I hope you’re right, Lieutenant,” Hawkley stated. “I haven’t seen squat so far. Get down here as soon as possible.”
“Ten-four.”
With that final transmission, Morris’s radio fell silent. He walked to the stairwell, wondering where this strange and confusing story would end. He remembered what his first partner had taught him: Don’t predetermine anything. It never ends up the way you first imagine.
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A distant bell rang disturbingly, waking Jarrod Conrad from his slumber. At first he was disoriented, having fallen into an intoxicated sleep; it took several seconds to realize that the phone beckoned a response. His head throbbed painfully as he glanced at the clock. It was after 3:00 a.m. Then he recalled the three glasses of wine he imbibed after leaving the lab. He cursed the caller for interrupting his sleep. He couldn’t imagine who might be calling at this ungodly hour, but they would get a double-barreled blast of his unmitigated wrath.
Jarrod figured it was probably Millicent, the kiss-ass graduate student he was forced to mentor. She had no sense of propriety, calling about every mundane thing that happened in his absence. Her undisciplined behavior was exactly why Jarrod Conrad had resisted the dean’s request to work with graduate students. In the end, however, he was given an ultimatum: Mentor a handful of students like every other professor in the astrophysics program, or lose tenure at the university. He hated the dean for blackmailing him this way.
“Conrad,” he answered ill-temperedly, summoning his most disagreeable voice. “This better be important.”
“Dr. Jarrod Conrad, from Quantum Dimensions?” the caller asked.
“Yes, this is Dr. Conrad. Please identify yourself and why you’ve awakened me. Do you realize the time? It’s bad manners to call people after midnight, you know,” he said rapidly, never pausing to allow the caller to respond.
“I do apologize for interrupting your sleep, Dr. Conrad. This is Lieutenant David Morris, from the Palo Alto Police. Would it be possible for you to return to your office, sir?”
“This better not be a practical joke, mister. Where are you calling from?” Jarrod hotly asked.
“Unfortunately, this is a very serious matter, Dr. Conrad,” Morris replied, not surprised Conrad wanted verification. “I’m standing in your office, looking at photos of the Forty-Niners. Your lab was broken into. We’re trying to determine the extent of the burglary,” he said authoritatively. “Is that enough validation…or shall I have a patrolman pick you up?”
“No, no, that won’t be necessary, Officer,” Jarrod replied, now ashamed he had treated the caller so disrespectfully. “Please excuse my manner…it’s very early. I was in a deep sleep. I thought one of my pain-in-the-ass graduate students was playing a practical joke. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”
“Thanks for your understanding, Dr. Conrad,” Morris replied. “We’ll be expecting you.”
Jarrod Conrad used every modicum of restraint to keep from slamming down the phone. His research was a closely guarded secret. Only a handful of select associates knew about his research on the super unified theorem. Great…just great, he thought. Someone knows about the gravity research. That fucking Penburton!
He took a quick shower to help sober up, dressed in casual clothes, and left his home for the six-minute trip to the Quantum Building. His heart sank as he approached the back entrance. There was a kaleidoscope of flashing lights cascading over the building. Then he saw the paramedic’s vehicle and an ambulance. Why would paramedics be called to a burglary?
His apprehension mounted after running into a gauntlet of police officers questioning his arrival. To make matters worse, he witnessed the paramedics wheeling someone out draped in a white cloth, obviously dead. What in God’s name happened here? he wondered, approaching the lobby elevator.
Exiting the elevator on the fifth floor did not assuage his mounting anxiety. As soon as he entered the hallway, yet another plain-clothes officer approached to verify his identification. He was then escorted to his office, which was occupied by three men he had never before seen.
“I’m Jarrod Conrad. Who’s in charge here?” he immediately asked.
“Dr. Conrad, I’m Lieutenant Morris from the Palo Alto Police Department, Special Investigations Unit,” he said, extending his hand to the professor. “I called you earlier. Again, I apologize for the intrusion, but as you can see…we have a serious situation in your office.” Morris could tell from the pale, crestfallen look on Conrad’s face that he was overwhelmed.
“Yes, yes, nice to meet you, Officer,” Jarrod replied distractedly, shaking Morris’s hand while staring at the man working at his computer terminal. “Can you tell me what happened? And what’s he doing?”
“Certainly. That is Detective Sal Palatino, the department’s expert on computer espionage.” Sal was busily working at the twenty-four-inch monitor alongside the professor’s large walnut desk. “He’ll need your help with a few things. But, first, let me explain what’s occurred here this evening, Doctor,” Morris said, guiding him toward the opening in the large picture window.
For the next several minutes, Morris explained in painstaking detail what the police had discovered. Because it didn’t look like anything was physically missing, he speculated that whoever had breached the office was after something on the computer-hence the need for a programmer. Lastly, he questioned Dr. Conrad about the note that was found. He asked about the company on the logo, and if this was something he had inadvertently left behind.
“Well, that son-of-a-bitch,” Conrad fumed when Detective Reynolds showed him the note from Levitation Solutions, Inc. “My cousin, Ryan Marshall, owns this company. And no…this is not a note I dropped in my office,” he said, pacing like a caged animal. “I do, however, recognize his handwriting. I can’t believe the asshole was actually in my office. I know exactly what the bastard was looking for.” He walked furiously over to the desk. “Get out of my way!”
“Okay, let’s just settle down, Dr. Conrad,” Morris replied, blocking his path toward Detective Palatino. “The fact that the note’s on stationary from your cousin’s company and the handwriting looks like his doesn’t prove anything. I admit, it looks suspicious…but let’s not jump to conclusions. Now that we know about your cousin’s possible involvement, we’ll pick him up for questioning-as soon as we can dispatch an officer in New Mexico to check him out.”
“Don’t placate me, Lieutenant. You don’t have a clue about my cousin, or our history together. We’ve been estranged since childhood. I know for certain that he wants the data I’ve been working on in this office. I hate the prick every bit as much as he hates me. Make no mistake…he’s at the bottom of this,” Conrad seethed. “Now, if you’ll kindly get your ass out of my chair, I’d like to see for myself the extent of my cousin’s latest affront.”
“I beg your pardon,” Sal Palatino said defensively. “I can appreciate you’re upset, Doctor. But, I’m here to help.” He stood reluctantly to let Conrad take his seat in front of the terminal.
“Well, if you want to help, maybe you can explain how my cousin was able to hack his way past our security protocols on the IBM mainframe. This isn’t some simplified network that a novice could hack, let alone my incompetent cousin. Quantum has a massive firewall in place.”
“I haven’t been able to access the mainframe yet,” Sal replied. “My first priority was to investigate the extent to which your work station was compromised. The only thing I can tell you so far is that the last person to access this machine used the password. Since I obviously don’t know the password, I’ve been searching the backdoor.”
“Wait a second…you’re telling me whoever was in here also had my password?” Conrad asked incredulously. “That’s impossible. I’m the only one that knows the password.”
“Well, then…good news,” Sal replied sarcastically. “Like I said, the last person to get into the files of your work station had access through the normal interface protocol. That means you were the last one to access your machine-about ten-fifteen last night, according to the internal clock.”
“That’s ridiculous. I wasn’t in the lab last night…and none of my colleagues or graduate students has the access code. So where does that leave us?” he asked, trying to comprehend how anyone could have identified amerigodevina as the proper password.
“If you’ll allow me to search your system directory,” Sal answered, watching the screen come alive as Conrad opened his files, “maybe I can discover the answer to your question. If the hacker’s as sharp as the guys who planned the breach, my guess is they knew their way around your system without needing the password. There are guys out there that could manage this.”
“Okay, give me a minute to check my files…then you’re free to do whatever’s necessary,” Conrad replied, punching the keyboard. He drilled down to a file in the subdirectory entitled SUT, opened it, and slumped forward in his seat. The super unified theorem files normally contained in this directory were missing. His face became ashen, his hands trembled, and a groan emitted from under his breath. In a frenzy, he tried to access the mainframe for the backup files. He froze in panic as a startling realization hit him like a thunderbolt.
“ Nooo! ” he shrieked. “Where are my files? He’s taken my files!”
Everyone in the room turned, startled by the raging scientist’s angst and loss of composure.
Lieutenant Morris rushed to his side, fearing he might need restraint. “Easy, Dr. Conrad…I’m sure there’s an explanation. Let Sal back in there. Give us the password so he can see what happened. He’ll find something…I promise you.”
Conrad stood awkwardly after scribbling his password on the notepad next to his desk. He was shaking his head, mumbling softly to himself: “I’ll kill the son-of-a-bitch…I’ll kill the son-of-a-bitch…” Finally, he slumped onto the leather sofa at the center of the office, burying his face in his hands, totally dejected.
“Dr. Conrad, is there something we can do for you?” Morris asked, looking for anything that might quell his despair.
“Yes,” Conrad replied, without lifting his face from his hands. “You can bring me Ryan Marshall’s head on a silver platter.”
“Holloway,” he snapped, answering the call. His PDA phone scrambled the transmission to protect his voice from identification and prevent tracing the call. “A mite eager, are we?” he asked, recognizing the caller’s incoming number from the Quantum Building.
“Just wanted to confirm you’ve received the data and that everything is in order,” the caller said. “You assured me no one would be hurt. Apparently, you overestimated your men getting safely out of the building. Any more surprises I need to know about?”
“Don’t lecture me,” Holloway spit back. “It’s none of your concern. I’ve already handled it. Why are you calling?”
“I want to know when to expect my money,” the man replied. “The death of the security guard changes everything. Under the circumstances…I’ll expect your full payment immediately.”
“I don’t give a damn what you expect. You’ll get your thirty pieces of silver as soon as I verify that the contraption you sold me works this time…not a moment before. Is that clear enough for you, or do you need more forceful convincing?” The threat sounded much more menacing through the scrambled, computer-generated voice.
“Threaten all you like, Mr. Holloway,” the man replied. “You seem to forget, however, that I can identify you as the mastermind of this crime. You would be wise not to bully me, sir. That would be foolish.”
“I do not repeat myself,” Holloway replied, infuriated by the caller’s insolence. “Our terms have not changed a whit. And for your edification, Doctor, no one has ever threatened me and lived to tell the tale.”
The phone line went dead.



SIX


Jarrod Conrad had hurried from the Quantum Building in the early morning hours following the burglary of his office. He was exhausted but too amped up to sleep, an overdose of adrenaline still coursed through his system. He was stunned by his cousin’s audacity in actually stealing the equations he had spent his career developing. He knew that Ryan was no stranger to vindictiveness, but he never thought in his wildest dreams he had the balls to actually break the law. It was clear he had grossly underestimated his cousin’s resolve-he meant to settle the score for losing his wife, after all. Jarrod thought the divorce from Sarah had finally broken his spirit; there had been no hint of retaliation after the New York City scam. This misjudgment aside, he would now have to deal with the consequences of Ryan’s foolhardy actions. The renewed escalation of their embittered rivalry would not go unchallenged.
Jarrod wasn’t at all worried about losing his research data. He had every theorem, equation, and technical drawing for his gravity research backed up on multiple computers for just such a contingency; he was never comfortable keeping all his data in one basket. What did bother him was that his antigravity equations were in the hands of another engineer prior to the publication of his breakthrough discovery. Anyone involved at this level of corporate espionage was unscrupulous enough to capitalize on the discovery, without hesitation. This, he could not abide.
Jarrod was relieved he had the foresight to imagine this worstcase scenario. He never kept all the information for the machine in one location; the construction design was kept separate from the operational equations. Neither were the schematics kept on the same computer with the equations to produce a flow of gravitrons. And, finally, the system equations triggered a termination sequence for anyone who tried to use them without his personal laptop computer. Niles Penburton was the only other person who knew where everything was stored.
Any proficient researcher could easily build the device from his schematics, right down to the detail of the microwave dish required to focus the gravitron beam. But without the laptop to synchronize the current with the nuclear core, the machine couldn’t levitate a walnut. Not even Niles knew about this little detail. These built-in safeguards should protect his invention until he uncovered what Ryan had planned for the machine.
Jarrod imagined his cousin was feeling pretty smug after pilfering his research, but Ryan had another thing in store if he thought this was the end of anything. The fool just doesn’t get it. He can’t beat me.
Following the questioning from Detective Morris, Jarrod immediately returned to his home at the campus and retrieved the data backup he kept on his personal computer. Even though he was confident the IBM laptop was secure in the hidden wall-safe, he was in no position to take anything for granted. The laptop didn’t have the computing power of the Quantum mainframe, but it did have sufficient memory to store the various complex equations to make the gravity machine functional.
Thankfully, the laptop was secure. No one had been in his house. He would simply upload this data back at the lab and continue to complete his research for publication before Ryan could capitalize on his discovery. There was no possible way anyone could operate the machine without the critical information that he still possessed. Whoever Ryan was working with would be pissed when they discovered that the information they robbed was incomplete. The laptop equations were still the key to operating his antigravity device, and the stolen data didn’t even hint that something else was needed.
Screw Ryan, Jarrod thought. I’d love to see the bastard’s face when he realizes he doesn’t have squat. This isn’t over by a long shot, Cuz.



SEVEN


Taos, New Mexico
06:00 HOURS
Ryan Marshall sat in his work truck overlooking the yawning canyon below. This was his favorite time of day-visualizing the day ahead while sipping coffee from his ever-present turquoise-colored thermos. Living from motels along the road didn’t always accommodate his daily caffeine fix; a top priority when starting a new job was to scope out a cantina that served the strongest cup of java. When home in Bernalillo, he used a Delonghi espresso maker to craft the perfect cup, but today his coffee came fresh from the diner in Pilar, a small town near the Rio Grande Gorge. Pilar was a Mecca to thrill-seeking white-water rafters who coveted the class-four water in this part of the gorge.
Alone in the early morning, Ryan would meditate and pray about the coming day. He visualized each element of the task ahead, evaluating the equipment and personnel at hand, trusting his intuition to discern potential problems. Ryan Marshall loved his job. He was widely recognized as one of the premier crane contractors in America. I couldn’t have done any of this without you, Grandpa, he thought, remembering Rusty, his beloved mentor.
Ryan looked across the canyon and could just barely make out the job site. The sun was peeking over the eastern rim of the gorge. The emerging sunlight sparkled off the dew layering the canyon from the night before. The rush of the mighty Rio Grande was barely audible from his vantage point, the river bottom ever deepening as the water plowed inexorably toward the Mexican border. The centuries-old Pinon trees stood like dutiful sentinels protecting the enormous canyon.
Ryan often daydreamed about what it was like before the first settlers arrived. What an awesome and terrible period of American history.
If the Pinons could tell a story, he knew the trees would bear witness to the hedonistic conquest of the Spanish Conquistadores, who first occupied the Land of Enchantment in 1540. The King of Spain had commissioned General Francisco Vasquez de Coronado to discover the fabled Seven Cities of Cibola that were rumored to be found in this area of North America. This region became the Southwestern United States, and was occupied by peace-loving Native American Indians who were easily subjugated by the Spanish soldiers.
The Spanish Conquistadors considered the Navajo and Hopi Indians savage and pagan. The Spanish government decreed that the Encomienda system should be established in the New World. Encomienda-similar to the Medieval feudal system-came to signify the oppression and exploitation of the American Indians, although the original intent was to indoctrinate them in the Catholic faith. The system was totally abused, however, as the Conquistadors were thousands of miles from Spain and behaved as they saw fit. The natives were abused, oppressed, exploited, ill-treated, and decimated by the Spanish Conquistadors. The Indians lost their freedom, their rights, their culture, and their religion. The Spanish Conquistadors were feared and hated because of this treatment; the very name Conquistador still conveys these terrible impressions among the Native American Indians of the Southwest.
General Coronado never found Cibola or the riches he was dispatched to bring back to Spain. He found no cities of gold, no El Dorado, yet his expedition had acquainted the Spanish with the Indian pueblos and opened the Southwest. Coronado had established one of the first places in North America to be inhabited, but the very last to be civilized.
A sudden radio transmission rousted Ryan’s attention. “Morning, boss, this is Corky,” squawked the radio in his Superduty truck. “What’s your twenty?” he asked, meaning “10–20,” the abbreviated radio-speak for “location.”
“Good morning, Corky,” Ryan replied, snapping back from his reverie. “I’m on the south rim of the canyon about even with the top of the tower, looking things over; you know the routine,” he said, taking another sip of coffee. “Confirm you’ve rigged the crane for Big Mo’s arrival.” Ryan lifted his binoculars to take a closer look at something that had just caught his attention. “I want us waiting for Apache Steel…not the other way around.”
“Ten-four, understood,” Corky Chalmers promptly replied.
Corky had worked with Ryan for only the past couple of years and was considered a relative newcomer to the high-steel industry. By comparison, some of the Navajos had been working with Ryan for over twenty years, coming from families with several generations in the high-steel business. But Corky’s special aptitude for coordinating complex lifts had been early recognized by Ryan Marshall. He had progressed quickly to foreman, leading one of several teams that were deployed through Marshall’s business: Levitation Solutions, Inc.
“Who checked the counterbalance stays?” Ryan asked, as he continued to hold the binoculars steady to the bridge of his nose. “Something doesn’t look right. It appears the tower is leaning slightly to the northeast. Are you sure this sucker’s plumb?”
“Well, if we’re out of wack, she’s been like that all week,” Corky replied, surprised by the question. “I haven’t heard anything from Martin or Artie; they’ve shared time in the bird’s nest. I’ll check if they noticed any swayback.”
Ryan was normally a no-nonsense man who wasn’t easily flummoxed, but was also a fastidious worrywart when it came to the safety of his men. In over twenty years in the high-steel business, his company had never suffered a fatality, an un-paralleled achievement in this very dangerous profession.
“Okay, check it out before we load the tower this morning. I’m heading back; should be there in about twenty minutes,” Ryan said.
“Ten-four, see you in a few. We’ll be ready when you arrive.”
Ryan Marshall was a big man at six-foot-five, weighing over 250 pounds. It was easy to see he inherited his prodigious size from his Italian grandfather, Amerigo. Ryan was raised in traditional blue-collar Catholic fashion, made just average grades despite extraordinary effort, and became politically very conservative. He was an attractive man with an angular face, a strong, dominating jaw, and light brown hair. Although he had a chiseled look, his face radiated warmth and his gentle hazel eyes could make women swoon. He was a naturally gifted athlete and played tight end for the New Mexico Lobos, finishing as an All-American. NFL scouts thought he had the size and talent to play professional ball, but he declined all offers. Instead, he started a construction company after graduating from UNM with a degree in mechanical engineering.
Ryan Marshall’s upbringing was anything but normal. He was raised in Albuquerque by Chance and Regina Marshall. His father was an investment banker whose business acumen was beyond compare. Many small businessmen held Chance in high regard for making them loans when other bankers would not take the risk. He was also active in the Chamber of Commerce, Knights of Columbus, and the church. He was a devout Catholic who served as an elder and church treasurer. Most everyone spoke kindly of Chance Marshall.
But while everyone knew Ryan’s father as an accomplished businessman, very few also knew that he was weak-willed when dealing with his wife, the overbearing and argumentative Regina Marshall. To the community, he only appeared the consummate provider- the Marshalls lived in a coveted home at the Albuquerque Country Club, furnished exactly as Regina specified. There was nothing too good for her taste, and Chance made sure he precisely accommodated her every wish.
Unfortunately, this submissive behavior didn’t bode well for developing a strong relationship with his only son. Being raised in an Italian Catholic family, Ryan observed that other, similar households were dominated by the man of the house. His father’s inability to stand up to Regina’s uncompromising behavior caused Ryan’s respect for his father to slowly erode, which became more obvious as he approached adulthood. Ryan’s inability to reconcile his feeling for his parents became a heavy cross that had weighed upon him throughout his life.
Ryan was born a man’s man. Lacking a suitable role model at home caused him to emulate both his grandfathers. He spent summer vacations in Northern New Mexico with his roughneck grandfather, Rusty Marshall, learning the intricacies of logging and how to operate heavy equipment. At home in Albuquerque, he spent his time with his Italian grandfather, Amerigo Metatucci, learning the gas distribution business and other manly pursuits-hunting and fishing being his favorites. Ryan had no interest in banking or the country club lifestyle that were his father’s stock in trade.
Ryan Marshall became a high-steel crane operator and early on cemented his reputation as one of the best in the business. He loved levitating huge pieces of iron that seemed nearly impossible to move. The iron skeletons he shaped became magnificent buildings, incredible bridges, and structures with character and beauty. The mighty steel framework he erected formed works of art high above the horizon.
Every spare moment Ryan wasn’t supervising a job, he doggedly chased his life’s true passion: a frictionless crane that could levitate infinite weight. He was obsessed with gravity’s universal influence and became an expert at levitating large objects. The art of moving immense weight, he learned, was simply a matter of strategic placement of pulleys; it was almost magical in its simplicity. He became an erection foreman for Manitowoc Crane Company and traveled extensively, perfecting his craft. After several years with Manitowoc, he eventually borrowed start-up capital from his father-in-law, Alfonse Coscarelli, to begin Levitation Solutions, Inc. with his wife, Sarah. Together they grew the business into a multinational corporation.
Ryan Marshall had become fascinated with moving huge objects as a child. His first introduction came while visiting his grandfather Rusty at a timber harvest operation near Farmington, New Mexico. Rusty was the foreman of a giant forest products company, having spent his entire career in the logging industry. He was a legendary logger in Northern New Mexico. The elder Marshall taught his grandson the practical application of mechanical advantage using logging techniques from a bygone era.
Ryan was just seven years old when he first visited his grandpa’s worksite, but never forgot that fateful day. His little eyes bugged out at the sight of a huge earth-mover buried to its tracks in a sinkhole- the operator churning the tracks, hopelessly stuck. Ryan always smiled when remembering the sight of Rusty’s red baseball cap flying through the air, having been thrown at the hapless tractor operator.
“Goddamnit! Stop moving before you kill the engine, you dumb son-of-a-bitch,” Rusty yelled, as he raced to the tractor. Rusty was known as the bull of the woods, having earned the nickname “Hot Piss” for his explosive tirades.
The inexperienced operator continued spinning the tracks of the D7, sinking lower with each forward thrust of the monstrous tractor.
“ Stop, ya dumb redneck,” Rusty shouted again. “Fetch me a choker and two twelve-inch blocks from the maintenance shed… then haul your sorry ass back and I’ll show you what a smart logger can do,” he fumed, leaning over to pick up his dirty red cap. “Fuckin’ kids don’t know a goddamned thing anymore.”
Rusty clearly had a plan for extricating the hopelessly mired tractor. By connecting the pulleys, he hauled the hulking tractor free with a much smaller piece of equipment. How can something so small pull out that big tractor? Ryan had wondered. He had learned an invaluable lesson from his grandfather, one which launched him on a lifelong quest.
From that moment, Ryan spared no effort in learning everything he could from his grandfather. He became extremely skilled at both the theory and the practical application of mechanical advantage; the workings of fulcrums, pulleys, inclined planes, and hydraulics became his passion.
Ryan capitalized on this knowledge and developed the skill to expertly move all types of heavy objects. It began with heavy equipment, following in Rusty’s footsteps, and he became a journeyman crane operator, mastering the techniques to safely erect cranes capable of handling enormous weight. From cranes, he graduated to relocating massive buildings in one piece without dismantling them. As his professional development continued, Ryan ultimately advanced to his present role as the premier designer of special application cranes. It was in this capacity that his services were now in great demand throughout the world. As the saying went: Levitation Solutions has the might to surmount any weight or height.
Even with these successes, Ryan was a long way from realizing his ultimate dream; he imagined the perfect crane, capable of levitating any object regardless of the mass. In this regard, he was locked in a mortal contest with his cousin, Jarrod Conrad, to unravel the mystery shrouding their obsessive dream: the source of universal gravity. Ryan pursued the mechanical means to overcome gravity: a frictionless crane that could levitate infinite weight. It was this single-minded obsession that drove him forward and put him on a path toward self-destruction, ultimately costing him more than he could have imagined: the love of his life.



EIGHT


Rio Grande Gorge
Taos, New Mexico
Ryan Marshall rolled onto the jobsite where Levitation Solutions was erecting a truss-arch bridge spanning the 600-foot-wide Rio Grande Gorge. His men were busily preparing to unload the keystone arch- Big Mo- the huge piece of steel that would complete the span in the middle of the bridge. This chunk of steel was indeed a big mother, weighing nearly thirty tons-the absolute limit of the tower crane’s specifications.
Corky was true to his word. The massive steel girders that would support Big Mo were all strapped and looked ready for the lift. There was a frenzy of activity while the crew made last-minute preparations as the delivery truck from Apache Steel pulled into the yard.
Ryan parked next to the construction office-really a twenty-six-foot-long portable trailer that had been converted into an office. He grabbed a set of plans, donned his hard hat, and headed to the base of the tower crane. The men, likewise, began gathering for the mandatory safety meeting, recognizing that Ryan had just arrived.
The safety meeting was a daily ritual that Ryan believed was the single most important reason Levitation Solutions maintained a stellar safety record. The foreman would lay out the plan for the lift, with each crewman reciting his responsibility. Communication signals were always reviewed, even though the routine never varied. This repetitive familiarity focused the men on the task at hand and reminded them that no mistake would be tolerated.
Ryan sauntered into the center of the gathering. “Morning, everyone. Let’s close that gap,” he said, pointing at the open space in the bridge above. “Who’s in the bird’s nest, Corky?” This was the small enclosure hanging from the jib at the center of the tower crane. The operator climbed to this perch some 300 feet above the ground to run the crane.
“Artie’s the jockey today…he won the toss,” Corky replied. Artie Rummerfield broke into a moonwalk to celebrate his good fortune.
“Okay, settle down, twinkle toes,” Corky scolded. “Just because you won the flip don’t mean squat. If Big Mo ain’t ready by noon, we do it all over tomorrow.”
“Like hell,” Artie replied, still stirring up dust in a pitiful-looking break dance. “Once I’m in the nest, I ain’t comin’ down ’til the two ends meet,” he sang out. “I’ve got the pisser and lunch…it’s all I need. Nothin’ standin’ in my way, boss,” he said, grinning broadly. His antics were intended to aggravate Martin Cavanaugh, the other crane operator.
Cavanaugh scowled back at Artie, irritated that he drew the more mundane role of communications between the rigger and the operator. “Yeah, you just keep clowning around, ya dumb Injun,” Martin sneered. “You’ll twist an ankle and won’t be able to climb the tower.” He shoved Artie irreverently.
“Whatever…” Artie scoffed in retort. “I’ll be the one in the bird’s nest looking down at your sorry ass.”
“Okay, okay, let’s get serious, boys,” Ryan finally said, stepping forward and cutting off the horseplay. “Corky, did you have a chance to check with Martin and Artie about any swayback?”
“No, I didn’t, Ryan,” Corky replied, embarrassed by the oversight. “I planned to start off the safety meeting with that question.”
“How about it, guys…either of you notice swayback or anything out of the ordinary?” Ryan asked of his two experienced operators. The concern on his face was not missed by the men.
“Nothing unusual, Mr. Marshall,” Artie responded. “Why’d you ask?” This was not the kind of discussion an operator wanted to have before ascending the tower.
An accomplished crane operator was all about confidence-but not just blind machismo. They demanded perfection, relying on the erection team to precisely calculate the counterweight and cable strength of the crane. The counterweight, in turn, defined the load limits of the crane. As long as the operator stayed within these predetermined limits, catastrophic failure was unlikely.
As important as the reliability of the crane, though, was absolute faith in the ground rigger. Each load was equalized by the rigger to assure it couldn’t slip once hoisted. A shift in the load, once airborne, would cause a dangerous shock load as the static weight was mathematically magnified. This could buckle the jib and collapse the tower. Surviving a crane collapse was extremely rare, especially a 300-foot tower crane like the one at the gorge. Artie noticed that his stomach constricted and his butt puckered at the mere mention of the counterbalance being compromised.
“Same goes here, Mr. Marshall,” Cavanaugh chimed in, sharing Artie’s concerns about the crucial counterbalance stays. “Shouldn’t we do an inspection?” he asked, so Artie didn’t have to broach the question himself. He knew Artie would do the same for him were the roles reversed. All of a sudden, it didn’t feel like such bad luck he wouldn’t be the operator to lift Big Mo into place.
“Okay, look…maybe I’m just paranoid,” Ryan said mollifying everyone’s increasing anxiety. He understood best of all that a crane operator had to feel absolutely confident prior to ascending the tower. This was not the kind of safety meeting he intended.
“I apologize for getting everyone stirred up,” he said calmly. “From across the canyon, level with the jib, the tower seems out of plumb. It’s probably an optical illusion. You guys tell me there’s been no swayback…I believe you. But just to be safe, let’s delay the first lift until Artie and Martin inspect the counterweight. This won’t take long unless somethin’s out of kilter, in which case we delay until the crane’s ready. Either way, nobody gets hurt.”
“You heard the man…get cracking,” Corky snapped, taking charge again. He was still smarting from having let Ryan down earlier. He hoped like hell there was nothing wrong with the tower or his reputation would be tarnished. No one would work with a foreman whose safety record was considered lax.
The rules of working the high-steel were inviolable: Personal safety came first, followed by a partner’s safety; if these rules were broken, the well-being of the entire team could be threatened. It was the unyielding responsibility of the foreman to watch for anything that could jeopardize the crew.
“Artie, you follow Martin up the tower and work your way back to the blocks. Report back when you can confirm anything,” Corky ordered as the two operators broke from the pack.
Corky clapped his hands to break the growing tension. “Okay, men, look alive…we’ve got a deadline to keep. Let’s get the lift completed on schedule. That means both girder teams get set on either side of the bridge. Shane, you or Jack have any questions?” he asked, anxious to conclude the meeting.
“Naw, we know the drill,” replied Shane Greyfern, one of two Navajos on this team. “You swing us Big Mo, we’ll jack ‘er in place,” he said with a dry smile. “Nothin’ to it. My guys’ll be the first to cross this bridge later today.”
Everyone sprang into action as the meeting broke. Martin and Artie donned climbing harnesses to safely walk the jib back to the counterweight. Once outfitted, they began the hand-over-hand ascent to the top of the tower crane. Ryan and Corky restlessly awaited their inspection. What they found would determine whether or not the team was going vertical today.
Artie was the first one to arrive at the apex of the tower and stopped to put his gear in the operator’s cabin. Martin moved past him and connected a safety leader to a separate rail that ran the length of the jib. Then he walked the catwalk along the top of the swing arm. Artie followed a short distance behind.
“Well, son-of-a-bitch,” exclaimed Martin, who came to an abrupt halt about midway to the counterbalance at the back of the swing arm. “Look at this, will ya?” he said, pointing at a broken cable tie. “ No way Mr. Marshall could’ve seen this from across the canyon. How the hell did he know this clevis pin was twisted?”
“No shit. I know the man’s got powers…but this is unbelievable!” Artie exclaimed, whistling absentmindedly.
“Artie…he just saved your life,” Martin added, as solemn as an undertaker.
What the two operators had discovered was that one of the two guy wires-thick steel cables connecting the counterweight to the end of the swing arm-was improperly connected to the crane. The cable was typically held fast with a u-shaped clevis pin secured with a threaded steel bolt. Somehow the bolt had loosened and the cable slid sideways. In this configuration, the clevis pin would fail when loaded, and the crane would collapse. Ryan Marshall’s intuition had saved the operator’s life, and possibly others, depending upon when the failure occurred.
“Corky, this is Martin,” he said, keying his radio.
“Go ahead, Martin,” Corky replied restlessly.
“Tell Mr. Marshall he’s a frickin’ genius…or some ki…kind of miracle worker,” Martin stammered. “The clevis pin on our port side cable was side-loaded. Don’t know how long it’s been that way…or even how it happened. But, sure as shit, it wouldn’t have held Big Mo! ”
“Well, okay…that’s good news, I guess, Marty,” Corky replied, surprised by the information. “Sounds like an easy fix. You’ll need a new clevis and a come-along to take up the tension on the cable, correct?”
“You got it, bossman,” Martin replied. “Send Jimmy up with a new clevis, a couple of one-inch cable clamps, and the thirty-six-inch come-along. We’ll have this sucker fixed in no time. Still can’t figure how Mr. Marshall knew this was screwed up, though,” he added with a touch of admiration.
“Okay. Jimmy’s on his way shortly,” Corky replied. “This is damned unusual, for sure. I’m certain Mr. Marshall will contact Sandia Crane to discuss the issue. For now, you guys fix the cable so we can meet our deadline.”
While Corky had maintained his poise throughout the early morning ordeal, in truth he was humbled beyond measure. How his mentor knew there was something wrong with the crane was a total mystery. The events of the day would add to his already legendary status among the elite crane operators around the world. Ryan’s intuition had clearly saved the life of Artie Rummerfield. Corky considered himself blessed to be in the presence of this high-steel savant.
Ryan had his own concerns, however. When hearing the specifics of the problem, he immediately knew this was no mere accident, but an act of sabotage. There was no possible way for a fully tensioned guy wire to twist along the axis of the clevis pin. These stabilizing cables were tensioned at thousands of pounds per square inch, transferring the load’s weight to the counterweight at the back of the jib. The erection team from Sandia simply couldn’t have made this kind of mistake; if they had, it would have been immediately recognized from the very first attempt to calibrate the crane when it was fully operational.
Ryan didn’t show his concern, but he knew without doubt this was a blatant attempt to undermine his company. An accident of this magnitude would result in interminable delay while lengthy investigations were conducted to determine the cause. More egregious than monetary losses, however, was that whoever sabotaged the crane decided that certain death was an acceptable price for whatever the gain.
Ryan knew only one man ruthless enough to do something this heinous: his cousin, Jarrod Conrad. Ryan hated Jarrod with a passion. Realizing his cousin had so little regard for the lives of his men intensified this disgust. He vowed to get to the bottom of this latest affront and rejoin their long-standing but latent rivalry. He would never forgive the part his cousin played in his divorce from Sarah. This latest outrage reopened that festering wound and the trauma that followed; never had he felt so bad-worse, even, than after the death of their beloved son, Jacob.
Watch your back, cousin…watch your back. The score’s still uneven!
Ryan wondered how to resolve the boundless hatred the cousins had for each other-a loathing so deep that not even the lives of innocent bystanders were off-limits. Jarrod’s hatred seemed truly immeasurable. It often didn’t seem possible they were really cousins, given how dissimilar they were. But the fact remained; they were raised in almost identical environments.
Ryan knew he was a good man, albeit imperfect. The disciplined teaching of the Dominican nuns at Our Lady of Lourdes instilled in him qualities that build character, honor, and integrity. He held the qualities of honesty, loyalty, industry, and patience closest to his heart. But like most students of a parochial education, he also bore the heavy guilt associated with this teaching philosophy. Any failure to maintain impossibly high standards was harshly punished.
But of all the mistakes in his life, the most egregious was his infidelity to Sarah. The shame he carried for the unfaithfulness to his wife was overwhelming. He’d broken his vow and abandoned a core principle; there was no way to forgive his transgression. But the role Jarrod had played was also unforgivable. Simply remembering his part in the matter enraged Ryan beyond any consolable level.
Ryan first met Sarah Coscarelli while attending the University of New Mexico. He recognized her classic Italian beauty, which immediately caught his attention. Sarah had dark curly hair that she wore short and chic, olive skin, and rich, full lips, which perfectly accented her prominent cheekbones. She was also tall and athletic, a departure from the full-bodied look of most European women. Sarah was of Irish-Italian descent, which made her both feisty and passionate. She was a business major at the university and a central figure among the Lobo cheerleaders.
A devout Catholic, Sarah’s strong spiritual beliefs were the foundation of her life, and she never wavered in her faith. Even though she was remarkably attractive with countless suitors, she never drew close to anyone that didn’t keep God their highest priority. Sarah was one of those rare people who held to beliefs regardless of what others might think. She was extraordinary in many ways, but her unshakable faith was, in Ryan’s estimation, the most attractive of her many qualities. The fact that she was also Italian made her the ideal mate. Ryan fell in love with this gorgeous brown-eyed girl, determined that he would be the man to steal her heart.
Sarah Coscarelli came from one of the most influential families in New Mexico. Her father was a two-term senator, Alfonse Coscarelli, a member of the powerful Appropriations Committee in the United States Senate. He later became chairman of the Senate Intelligence Committee, which formed the Department of Homeland Security.
Ryan’s friends bet the chance of dating the venerable Sarah Coscarelli was a long shot, but he would not be dissuaded; he was completely smitten by Sarah’s charm and extraordinary beauty. It took considerable effort for him just to catch her eye, but they did eventually meet during junior year, when Ryan happily discovered they were enrolled in the same statistics class.
Although she was initially standoffish, it turned out that their common Catholic Italian heritage was a compelling feature for Sarah. She learned from her father that Ryan’s ancestry and hers were very closely aligned. Ryan’s grandfather, Amerigo Metatucci, hailed from the same Tuscany region of Italy that her own family considered their home country. Sarah slowly warmed to Ryan’s persistent efforts to befriend her, and eventually agreed to their first date- which was regrettable, stemming from the fact that Ryan accidentally stood her up. When asked about it later, Sarah described a vastly different recollection of their first date than Ryan remembered. But at no time following this initial misstep did either of them doubt that they were made for each other. They were engaged by their senior year and married a year later in a social event that resembled the Corleone wedding portrayed in Mario Puzo’s The Godfather.
Ryan still had great love and affection for Sarah and hoped to one day gain her forgiveness. There was no doubt their reconciliation could only happen after a confrontation with Jarrod. Until this mutual hatred was resolved, the peace of mind that Ryan sought would remain ever elusive.
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Albuquerque, New Mexico
1976
The two blond-haired girls were snickering as they watched the boy crawl stealthily between the rows of desks. Most of the students in Sister Domitilla’s sixth-grade class were accustomed to Jarrod Conrad’s audacious behavior, but they simply couldn’t resist his antics. A natural prankster, Jarrod loved to have fun at most anyone’s expense- especially his cousin, Ryan Marshall.
Through the years, Jarrod had entertained his classmates with countless class disruptions, his boundless imagination always on the prowl. It was truly amazing he hadn’t been expelled; some of his stunts bordered on juvenile delinquency and property damage. It appeared that Jarrod was about to commence yet another commotion that would send Sister Domitilla into a conniption, giving the class one more opportunity to shirk their schoolwork.
“ Mister Conrad, get back in your seat,” demanded Sister Domitilla. “If I have to correct you one more time, it’s off to the principal’s office with you… again! And I don’t need to remind you that Sister Thea promised that the next time would require your parents’ attendance. Do I make myself clear, Mister Conrad?” she shrilled, her strident voice blistering every eardrum in the room.
“Yes, Sister, I realize the consequences,” mocked the erudite twelve-year-old, his response belying his age. “But would you please tell Ryan to stop flicking spitballs at me and Jessica? It’s really gross.”
“Sister Domitilla, I didn’t do that,” protested Ryan Marshall from two rows away.
“He’s lying, Sister…again,” Jarrod retorted.
“Alright… enough…from both of you!” Sister Domitilla screamed in frustration. “Get to the principal’s office immediately! I’m calling your parents at the break. We’re getting to the bottom of this misbehavior once and for all,” she fumed, slamming her hand against the blackboard, a cloud of chalk dust exploding all around.
Many of the students doubled over, holding back their laughter, but each of them knew this had been brewing for some time. The cousins had never been friendly, their ill will seemingly growing worse with each passing year. But lately their mutual dislike had become even darker, the unruly cousins taking pleasure in getting each other into increasingly serious trouble-which now, apparently, bordered on expulsion.
Jarrod Conrad was a brilliant student. From an early age he was recognized as extremely intelligent, with an IQ that placed him in the top two percent of all children tested for a gifted intellect. Unfortunately, there was nothing in a parochial school curriculum that could challenge him. He never seemed to study and yet he scored perfectly on all of his tests. He was so gifted intellectually, in fact, especially in math, that at times he would dispute calculations on the blackboard even before the teacher caught the mistake. Because there was so little to challenge his phenomenal mind, boredom drove his mischievous behavior. There wasn’t a teacher at Our Lady of Lourdes that could report having had a good experience with Jarrod Conrad.
Even though Jarrod was a few months younger than Ryan Marshall, his cousin became an instant nemesis from the very start. They shared an extraordinary rivalry initiated by their mothers, who were fraternal twin sisters. Each sister was super-competitive and uncommonly dedicated to besting the other, despite what it might entail. This seemingly innocuous tendency, however, was somehow passed to their offspring. The young cousins’ competitive rivalry, which at first was thought quizzical, turned exceedingly bitter over the years as each boy concocted ever more dangerous challenges and foolhardy risks to upstage or embarrass the other.
While Ryan was not averse to accepting dares that endangered his own personal safety, he was never as mean-spirited as his cousin. Jarrod used this to his advantage, always on the lookout for new ways to torment or humiliate Ryan. On one occasion, Ryan foolishly accepted Jarrod’s dare, wading barefoot into a brackish slough near the Rio Grande known to be full of pincer-wielding crayfish. Jarrod sat on the bank and howled as Ryan struggled from the water, screaming, with dozens of crayfish clinging to his toes and fingers.
Neither did Ryan share Jarrod’s proclivity for torturing helpless creatures. As the two boys grew older, Jarrod developed a mean streak that included deliberately maiming small animals. One especially vivid recollection of this perversion came from when Jarrod was about six years old. He had been painfully stung on his bare toes by some large red ants. When he finally stopped crying, he tracked the ants to a sandy mound and, armed with a magnifying glass and a length of lead pipe, methodically destroyed every last ant in the colony. He would intermittently hammer on the mound and the ants would pour out, charging headlong into the focused beam from the magnifying glass, instantly burning them alive. At the end of his demented mission, there were thousands of dead ants lying all over the backyard. With a trickle of sweat on his brow, and a wicked smile on his face, Jarrod proudly proclaimed: “None of those ants will be stinging anyone ever again.”
Later on, Jarrod’s aberrant behavior escalated into mutilating lizards, horny toads, and the occasional garter snake he would find in the mesa near his parents’ house. All of these horrible actions cemented the disgust that Ryan developed for his cousin.
No one in the family could figure out what drove Jarrod to become such an odious child. There was no other example in the family to suggest where this behavior originated. Jarrod was clearly in a class by himself, both intellectually and psychologically.
Ryan Marshall and Jarrod Conrad were the offspring of the Metatucci family, a highly respected Italian family that immigrated to the United States to pursue the American dream. They were similar to countless European families that passed through Ellis Island in New York City near the turn of the twentieth century. The cousins’ grandfather, Amerigo, first arrived in America at the age of eleven, accompanied by his older brother, Tulio, age thirteen. Their parents sent them abroad in search of a prosperous life. Before boarding the ship, their mother, Louisa, cautioned the boys: “ Voi siete bravi ragazzi, forte ragazzi. Consultare dopo uno un altro. Stick inseime…e Tulio vegliare sul tuo fratello” (“You are good boys, strong boys. Look after one another. Stick together…and, Tulio, watch over your brother”).
With that simple instruction, the youngsters boarded the ocean liner with nothing more than a satchel containing a few handmade clothes and enough bread and cheese to make the two-week-long journey to America. Tulio wore a sign from his neck proclaiming that they were Italians. This was the family’s simple attempt to keep the boys from straying too far from their own kind once they reached the clearing area at Ellis Island. Unfortunately, the sign didn’t last even halfway to their destination. Upon entering the customs area, the boys were hopelessly adrift in a mass of humanity without knowing any English beyond: “Going to America.”
When the emigration officer recognized the size of the boys’ hands and feet, he figured the youngsters would grow to be large-sized men. But unable to discern their intended destination, he sent them to the coal mines in upper New York with the emigrants from Finland. It was only by this happenstance that the boys spent their first five years in America with the Finns. Both brothers became fluent in Finnish while working with these kindhearted people, all the while believing they were learning English.
It was also during this time in the coal mines that each brother grew uncommonly strong. Tulio, especially, was of exceptional strength and took to earning money by wrestling other miners and enlisted men that learned of his unbeatable reputation. No one ever bested the handsome young Italian.
But through it all, the teenagers worked hard and dutifully sent their paltry earnings back to the family, building a stake for the return trip to claim their wives. Both succeeded in the year 1919. The young brothers, who six years earlier had boarded a ship to follow the American dream, now returned to their hometown of Lucca as fully grown men. Their return fulfilled an obligation to collect their wives for marriages previously arranged by the family patriarchs-a custom still prevalent in the Italian culture at that time. Even though neither of the young men had met their future spouses, the family’s honor was at stake. After a brief chaperoned courtship, the brothers were married in grand style and given dowries to start a family. It was only months later that the four newlyweds returned to America to follow their dreams.
Upon their second landing in America, the two couples were, this time, sent by emigration authorities to Michigan. Many Italians were conscripted to work in the burgeoning automobile industry at the height of the Industrial Revolution. The brothers found work with the Ford Motor Company, and because of their extraordinary size, were ordered to work in the foundry. Work in the smelter was terribly hot and dirty, but the brothers thrived and were recognized as men capable of astonishing strength and endurance. They handled huge ingots of molten iron used to forge the steel frames and other miscellaneous components of an automobile. It was in these environs that the young Metatucci brothers excelled.
During this era of the Industrial Revolution, a systemic manufacturing problem developed around casting certain durable parts of the vehicle. The first pressure clutch was an especially thorny problem because the one-piece clutch would crack during manufacture. The prevailing method was to cast the clutch in two pieces and bolt them securely together, but even the two-piece clutch rarely lasted beyond the expiration of the limited warranty offered by Ford. It was costing the company thousands of dollars exchanging deficient clutches throughout its many nationwide dealerships.
It was Amerigo who unlocked the mystery of fabricating a mold to cast the clutch in one piece. Because the men worked close to the molten iron poured into the molds, they learned that the iron could be made into stronger alloys by adding select ingredients at specific temperatures. In this way, Amerigo designed a one-piece mold that resisted cracking as it cooled-the common problem in trying to fabricate a one-piece clutch. He discovered the perfect alloy: a combination of iron with a mixture of molybdenum and tungsten to keep the clutch intact as it cooled. This was a valuable discovery for Ford, which patented the process and claimed it as a proprietary invention.
Throughout this period of history, any new invention developed on the job was automatically the property of the employer. Without unions to protect workers’ rights, a laborer’s discovery might be recognized in the form of a bonus or a promotion, but the patent rights and royalties would remain the domain of the company. Nonetheless, Ford Motor Company did recognize the huge savings Amerigo’s discovery would confer, and offered him a bonus of $3,000-an unimaginable sum in the mind of the young immigrant. The only stipulation for paying the bonus was his signature on a multi-page document granting exclusive rights of his discovery to Ford, something he naively but eagerly signed. Never did he suspect any entitlement from his discovery, completely enamored by the princely sum of money he was offered.
It was near the time of Amerigo’s windfall that his wife, Davina, contracted tuberculosis, a virulent disease prevalent during the Industrial Revolution. TB flourished during this era mostly from the bilge of heavy coal smoke that spewed from factories in the Northeast. Davina’s persistent cough grew worse during the winter of 1921, and despite her reticence to draw from the couples’ limited budget, she was finally convinced to seek medical advice for her cough. Ultimately the doctor made his diagnosis and recommended that Davina be sent to a sanitarium in New Mexico, relocation to a warm, dry climate being the most effective treatment to cure the disease. With this unwelcome news, the brothers pulled up stakes and used Amerigo’s bonus and their scant savings to move to Albuquerque, New Mexico.
Davina’s sickness and the families’ compulsory relocation to New Mexico were later hailed as the best thing that ever happened to the immigrants from Lucca. Within months, Davina showed remarkable improvement and her debilitating cough finally subsided. While she convalesced with the help of her sister-in-law, Theresa, the brothers made a down payment on an oil distribution business and began construction of the first of two houses they would build on property adjacent to the new business.
Davina regained her health after a six-month stay in the sanitarium, but almost relapsed upon discovering she was moving into a brand-new home, freshly furnished and ready for her arrival. How the family managed to keep this a secret from her was a miracle in itself. She finally recovered from her shock and they spent the first of many blissful nights in this little house on the outskirts of the developing town of Albuquerque.
Over the years that followed, the resourceful Metatuccis built their oil distribution business into one of the most successful companies in New Mexico. They entered a contract with Standard Oil (precursor to Chevron Oil) for exclusive distribution rights and developed dozens of service stations throughout the state. Tulio ran the distribution arm of Standard Oil and Amerigo developed the service stations. When the brothers finally retired and transferred their respective interests to their offspring, the value of their oil empire had grown to well over $13 million. The American dream had become fully manifest in this hard-working and determined immigrant family.
Throughout the remainder of his life, when anyone was facing adversity, Amerigo would often advise: “ The hardest steel passes through the hottest fire,” a favorite saying born from his days in the foundry. This metaphor was a poignant reminder of the incredible hardships and wonderful achievements of the brothers from Lucca. They had succeeded against incredible odds on their way to prosperity, and their shared qualities of honor, determination, and persistence were instilled in their offspring.
Amerigo and Davina had three children in the course of their lives together. Their oldest son, Diego, ultimately took over the service station business and continued to build the empire he inherited. Twin daughters, Regina and Gemma, were born into the family next. The twins were two of the most competitive sisters imaginable. Regina’s son was Ryan Marshall; Gemma’s oldest was Jarrod Conrad. It is from these humble beginnings that the intense rivalry between Ryan and Jarrod was born.
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Jarrod Conrad was raised in a household dedicated to academic achievement. His father, Richard, was a math teacher at a community college, and although brilliant, he lacked the ambition to teach at the university level, content with schooling students not quite capable of a more rigorous curriculum. His mother, Gemma, was also a teacher and more devoted to the discipline and success of her students than she was of her own son. The relationship between Jarrod and his mother was anything but typical. The only thing that mattered to Gemma was that Jarrod was smarter and better than her sister’s son, Ryan- which was true from the time the cousins were born.
Jarrod basically raised himself, detached from his parents and with very little supervision. He had no academic peers, and believed the world was his for the taking. Never lacking in confidence, he discovered early that he could use his superior intellect to bend people to his will.
Jarrod was the spitting image of his father. He had the same wispy blond hair, gray eyes, and lanky build that made them look nerdy. Jarrod, however, inherited oversized hands and feet from his mother’s family, which made him look rather misshapen. He was not plain-looking, but neither was he handsome; really the only thing ordinary about Jarrod was his looks. He also developed the characteristics and beliefs of his father, including a more liberal philosophy, which irritated Gemma, who was decidedly more conservative. This divergent ideology was a source of continual friction in the Conrad household.
Through his formative years, much of the trouble Jarrod instigated was due to his parents’ inability to restrain his naturally malevolent temperament. It became very uncomfortable to cross him, and because he was extraordinarily brilliant, they mostly ignored his behavior and left him alone. In nearly all regards, Jarrod was head of the family, and his parents catered to his every whim.
Jarrod became a brilliant physicist who inherited his grandfather’s inquisitive nature and thirst for knowledge. But where Amerigo Metatucci only tinkered with ordinary labor-saving devices after his early success at Ford, Jarrod aspired to much loftier goals. His burning desire was to unlock the intricacies of gravity in the universe-a solution which the likes of Albert Einstein and Steven Hawking had simply given up on. He knew the answer was attainable; it was simply a matter of rearranging the four fundamental laws in a way that had never before been done.
Utilizing his brilliant aptitude for quantum physics, Jarrod became obsessed with finding the solution to the super unified theorem. To succeed, he would need heretofore unresolved mathematical equations to bring gravity-the fourth fundamental law of the universe-into alignment with the other three forces. Gravity was considered the weakest of the fundamental forces, but it also exhibited the most far-reaching influence in the universe. It had eluded even the renowned theoretical mathematician Albert Einstein, who offhandedly dismissed the SUT as “unavailable to discovery” because gravity would not yield its secrets. Resolving this daunting enigma was the challenge of Jarrod’s professional life.
It was Jarrod’s personal belief that the elusive gravitron was the secret to solving the mystery of gravity. Astrophysicists held to the common understanding that every particle in the universe could be traced to a moment before the Big Bang, a point in time when all energy in the universe was combined. This meant that each of the four fundamental forces existed in homeostasis before the Big Bang. Gravity was in harmony with the remaining three forces-electromagnetism and the strong and weak nuclear forces-and each force was indistinguishable from the others. Scientists hypothesized that this pure energy state would resemble a dense black hole with infinite gravity-one-hundred percent potential energy. Mystics called this: God Consciousness.
Jarrod coined the term gravitron to define the subatomic unit that comprised gravity, much like electrons and neutrons were the subatomic components of electromagnetism and atomic energy. By identifying gravity’s subatomic particles, it could be quantified and harnessed, just as electricity and nuclear energy had beforehand been quantified. If the gravitron could be harnessed, the SUT could finally be resolved.
Largely through Einstein and Enrico Fermi’s work on quantum theory, the unified theorem dramatically advanced when the strong and weak nuclear forces were united with electromagnetism. Mathematicians revere Einstein’s brilliant equations for the strong and weak nuclear force-the first two fundamental forces-which led Robert Oppenheimer to develop the first atomic bomb at Los Alamos. By theoretically splitting the atom in his landmark treatise, E=mc2, Einstein showed that massive (but quantifiable) amounts of energy exist within all atoms in the universe.
But Einstein’s theories came decades after British physicist Michael Faraday first made his revolutionary discoveries in electromagnetism. Faraday’s greatest breakthrough was unquestionably his invention of the electric motor. He invented two devices that produced what he called electromagnetic rotation. Ten years later, in 1831, Faraday discovered electromagnetic induction. These experiments formed the basis of modern electromagnetic technology.
Building on Faraday’s discoveries, Thomas Edison applied electromagnetic induction to tightly wound copper wire within a magnetic field to generate an electric current. With electrical conductors, he generated alternating current, which he used for the first incandescent electric light. All of these advances in energy led Einstein to reconcile the strong and weak nuclear forces with the electromagnetic force. It was the culmination of a long journey that began when Ben Franklin flew a kite in a Philadelphia thunderstorm.
Jarrod became fascinated with energy flow in his high school physics class, and decided to resolve the fourth and most elusive of the fundamental forces. He had finally found something worthy of his intellect, something he believed that he alone could solve. His obsession to resolve the fourth law launched him on a journey that would dominate his life’s work.
As a young boy, Jarrod had often dabbled with physical phenomena, enthralled by how the universe operated. He learned that a magnet could be fashioned by wrapping iron pipe with copper wire and introducing electric current-the steel rod became a polarized magnet. Fascinated by the opposing magnetic poles, he split the magnet and discovered that each resulting half retained the characteristic North and South poles. He pondered the logical conclusion of this theoretical exercise; halved enough times, the magnet would be reduced to atoms. Did the atoms themselves then become polarized? Did the subatomic particles of neutrinos and pisons also exhibit polarity? Or were there separate magnetrons that governed this fundamental behavior? He won his first science fair in fifth grade, posing these profound but unresolved questions.
Building on this logic, Jarrod reasoned that there must be a fundamental unit of magnetism. He figured it was immaterial that the magnetron- the definition he coined for whatever force was emitting the magnetic field-was undetectable; its influence was nonetheless unmistakable. Instead, he relied on the incontrovertible fact that magnets worked without fail, and creating them could be repeatedly duplicated. It seemed to him, then, that the same must hold true of gravity. Harnessing gravity became an all-consuming passion and occupied a majority of his thinking.
Jarrod attended UCLA, where he earned a Ph. D. in astrophysics and met his mentor, Dr. Ron Bruckner. It was Bruckner who influenced Jarrod’s life more than any other before him. His recognized Jarrod’s tremendous potential, but also tamed his unruly, undisciplined manner. He challenged his gifted graduate student like never before, and taught him how to conduct research that would deliver measurable results. Jarrod’s unbecoming superiority never abated, but his mind grew capable of solving problems of incredible difficulty. No longer did he waste his time on foolish, irrelevant pastimes.
Under Dr. Bruckner’s close supervision, Jarrod developed the first theoretical construct for defining the gravitron and wrote his doctoral dissertation on the subject. As the four fundamental forces were somehow inextricably linked prior to the Big Bang, Jarrod spent his time searching for how the other three forces could influence gravity, rather than vice-versa. He became convinced that the universe consisted of a vast, but finite, number of gravitrons- undiscovered bundles of energy similar to electrons, neutrons, and magnetrons. But he continued to believe that isolating the gravitron was immaterial, thinking it more important to control gravity, akin to controlling magnetism.
It was this pursuit that led him to the Stanford Research Institute after graduation from UCLA. He believed that with financing from SRI and the research principles he learned from Dr. Bruckner, the secret to harnessing gravity would soon be uncovered.
Jarrod began work at Quantum Dimensions in Stanford and embarked on an ambitious plan to build a machine that could control gravity. By harnessing the undetectable gravitron, Jarrod believed he could levitate an object by lessening gravity’s influence or magnify gravity, making an object heavier than normal.
To achieve these results, he placed a small amount of medical-grade uranium into a magnetic field and applied an electromotive force. Just as copper wire generated electrons when spun inside a magnetic field, Jarrod surmised that spinning a nuclear mass inside a magnetic field would produce gravitrons.
The results were nothing short of astonishing. His experiments successfully levitated the first of many small objects, but the results also confirmed the basic antigravity principle that would hold true for any object, regardless of size. The tricky part was figuring the exact amount of energy needed to stimulate the nuclear core. Given an object to levitate, Jarrod’s equations would calculate the amount of nuclear material required under varying degrees of electromotive force-more nuclear material meant less EMF to agitate the gravitrons; likewise, a small measure of nuclear material required a greater EMF to produce the same effect. Ultimately he developed the precise mathematical equation to be used on any object.
As a last step, Jarrod refined the model so that an object’s gravity could also be increased. By reversing the field, he could magnify gravity to a crushing force many times otherwise normal. Of particular importance, the results could be repeated and applied to all types of material, both solid and liquid. Through persistence and incredible determination, Jarrod had finally produced the desired result: Gravity had been conquered.
The remaining hurdle was to test the antigravity machine in real-world conditions. With the new equations, he looked forward to levitating objects with larger amounts of nuclear material and more electrical force. By extrapolation, the equations predicted that an entire building could be either levitated or crushed, depending on how the gravitrons were manipulated. It was this last possibility that was particularly intriguing to Jarrod.
As the test results of his gravitron generator became certain, Jarrod could hardly contain his excitement. He believed this breakthrough technology would be heralded as one of the greatest achievements of the modern world. He imagined receiving the Nobel Prize for his revolutionary discovery and figured to receive universal acclaim for his pioneering work. He was on the brink of making history.
But more important than any amount of wealth and notoriety, the greatest enjoyment would come from knowing that his cousin, Ryan Marshall, would be green with envy. He had bested him once again. It was the most satisfying feeling imaginable.
Dr. Niles Penburton, co-founder and principal shareholder of Quantum Dimensions, Inc., closely monitored the server time Dr. Conrad was racking up perfecting the gravitron generator. As the leading scientist for SRI, he alone had complete access to all of Conrad’s research files, equations, and engineering specs, an authority that infuriated his pompous and arrogant colleague. In exchange for Penburton’s unfettered access to his work, Conrad demanded he be made a general partner in Quantum, to which Penburton reluctantly agreed.
But mutual trust between the two scientists never developed. Conrad was certain Penburton would demand co-authorship when the time came to publish his research. Penburton believed that Conrad would jump ship at the first opportunity, leaving behind a wake of bills for Quantum to resolve. Their uncomfortable alliance grew more hostile over time, and Conrad’s surreptitious mood began taxing Penburton’s patience to the breaking point.
Equally interested in Jarrod Conrad’s research was the U.S. Defense Department, but for a distinctly different reason. Nuclear material wasn’t allowed for private research without formal authorization by the Nuclear Regulatory Agency. Special Agent Jason Henry had been assigned by General Blake Freeman to oversee the nuclear research conducted at Quantum Dimensions. He regularly submitted updates to the Joint Chiefs’ chairman, who had no intention of letting any theoretical application proceed to development without direct government oversight.
Agent Henry had been working closely with Niles Penburton these past months and was anxious to receive the final test results he’d been promised were pending. This type of technology was of tremendous interest to the government, which would seize its application if there were even a remote weapons capability. Penburton cautioned that the surly Professor Conrad wouldn’t tolerate anyone interfering with his research, Defense Department or otherwise. You don’t know the man…he’s capable of anything.
Agent Henry wasn’t concerned in the least about Conrad’s feelings on the matter. He’ll learn to see the practicality of working for the government…or he’ll simply cease to be a factor. ‘The cleaners’ will make certain of that.
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Taos, New Mexico
07:30 HOURS
The drive from Santa Fe to Taos along Route 68 was always spectacular, no matter the time of year. The highway followed the Rio Grande River for miles as the road bridged dozens of oxbows in the river’s flow from northern New Mexico to Albuquerque. In the winter months, skiers took this route to the Taos ski resort, one of the premier alpine ski destinations in the Southwest. The drive was especially spectacular in the fall, with Poplar and Aspen trees turning colors so striking it was hard to describe; but it was never an unpleasant drive, even in the summer months. From Santa Fe, the journey began at the 4,500-foot elevation and ended in the arctic alpine slopes of Taos.
Detective Raymond Westbrook’s assignment was straightforward: Drive to the new bridge at the Rio Grande Gorge near Pilar; pick up Ryan Marshall, the owner of Levitation Solutions, Inc.; deliver him for questioning about a case at Stanford University involving his cousin, Jarrod Conrad. As he understood the facts, incriminating evidence was discovered at the scene of a burglary at Dr. Conrad’s lab, implicating Marshall. This suspect was also wanted for questioning about a homicide in the building on the same night.
Detective Westbrook had a warrant for Marshall’s arrest, and was authorized to search the premises of his work site, hotel, and any other area where evidence of the break-in and homicide might exist. His orders were to arrest Marshall and take him to the Taos County jail for questioning. In all, this seemed a pretty routine investigation, but the fact that the suspect was also the ex-son-in-law of Senator Alfonse Coscarelli made the arrest that much more intriguing. It was probably the reason Bernalillo County Sherriff Ralph Paez had decided to reach outside their jurisdiction. Sherriff Paez was a longtime friend of the senator’s.
Regardless of the political ramifications, Westbrook figured this would be an easy pinch. He’d arrest the suspect, book him into the Taos County jail, conduct a preliminary interrogation, have green chili enchiladas at La Hacienda-his favorite Mexican restaurant- and drive home. What could be simpler?
Detective Westbrook pulled into the Tesoro service station on the outskirts of Pilar for gas. This filling station had the hardened look of neglect characteristic of most small-town, owner-operated establishments. There was a bluetick hound lying in the shade next to a tire rack. Some guard dog, Ray thought, chuckling to himself. This hound was the epitome of relaxed. The detective was also baffled that the station still had outdated pumps that required payment before dispensing the gas. Slightly put out, he walked into the office in search of the attendant.
“Hey, can you give me directions to the construction site of the new bridge?” he asked the freckle-faced kid behind the cash register, handing him twenty dollars. “Am I on the right track?”
“Yeah, man, you got it. Just stay right on this main road here,” he said, pointing east of the station. “You’ll see the big crane and all the steel they’re puttin’ up. It’s five or six miles up the highway. Ya can’t miss it,” he added, seemingly happy to have someone to talk with. “Hey, what are you…some kinda state inspector?”
“Not an inspector, son, but I’ve got reason to visit the site,” he vaguely replied. “What can you tell me about these guys?” he asked spur-of-the-moment, wondering if this kid could possibly shed any light on Marshall’s crew.
“I don’t see them much in here,” the kid replied, pushing his greasy ball cap farther back on his head “Most of the crew gets their trucks serviced at the construction yard. They eat at Marge’s Restaurant, though. I’ve seen ’em there for early breakfast. A big fella pays when he’s with ’em. He’s the owner, I think, ’cuz everybody calls him Mister… something or other. They’re pretty cool, but you never wanna cross iron guys or you take on the whole gang…know what I mean?” he said, giving the impression he knew more than he actually did on the subject.
“Okay, thanks for the tip, young man,” Westbrook replied, guessing that the kid must really be bored. “Have a good day.”
“Glad I was able to help out, mister. Just remember…don’t tangle with these guys if ya can help it. They can be mighty nasty to an outsider…or so I’ve heard,” he said, following the detective outside.
Westbrook gassed up his car and resumed his drive, heading east out of town. Just as the station attendant had said, about five miles up the highway, he began to see signs of construction activity. Then he located the new bridge spanning the canyon. He was amazed to see that the ends of the bridge seemed to be suspended in midair, the center piece still missing between both sides of the gorge. He guessed the span was about 600 feet. Pretty trick engineering, he thought, wondering how the steel girders bore the weight, cantilevered like they were over the canyon.
The detective pulled off the highway at a point that appeared to be the main entrance, and followed the winding dirt road to the bottom of the canyon. He came to a stop next to a trailer that looked like an office. He noted with interest that several of the crewmembers were busily preparing to lift a huge girder off a flatbed diesel truck.
Near this swirl of activity, he spotted a large man fitting the description of the subject. He reviewed his notes, and the suspect’s description was identical to the man standing in the middle of the yard. The suspect wore a denim jacket over a red plaid shirt, a workman’s customary Levi’s, work boots, and the white, telltale hard hat that signaled this guy was the boss on the job site. The oversized man had every appearance of being in charge-his body language conveyed authority, and even from a distance Detective Westbrook could tell that this was the suspect he had been sent to arrest.
Westbrook watched the suspect for a moment. He was standing next to a service truck with a logo picturing a crane lifting a large I-beam. The caption Levitation Solutions, Inc. appeared beneath the logo. The suspect was in discussion with another man; they studied a set of plans that was rolled out on the tailgate of the truck. Westbrook figured he’d introduce himself, and ask the two men for identification. Shouldn’t pose any problem, he mused.
“Good morning, gentlemen. I’m Detective Raymond Westbrook from the Bernalillo County Sheriff’s Department,” he said, showing them his badge as he approached. Both men turned, annoyed by the conspicuously overdressed man in a sport coat and tie interrupting their business. “I’d like to ask you a few questions, if that’s okay.”
“Sure…what can we do for you, Officer?” Corky Chalmers hesitantly replied. “You’re a long way from Bernalillo County. What brings you out to the gorge?”
“I’ve been asked to locate Ryan Marshall for questioning about a private matter. Can you tell me where I can locate him?” Westbrook asked, wanting to avoid alarming the men.
Ryan responded firmly, “I’m Ryan Marshall,” his husky voice reverberating caution, wondering what private matter would necessitate questioning from a detective over 200 miles outside his jurisdiction.
“Thank you, sir. I’d like you to accompany me to Pilar. There are questions regarding an ongoing investigation you may be able to help us with,” he said, wanting to get him out of the construction yard before he divulged too much information.
“Anything you have to say can be said in front of my foreman, Detective,” Ryan replied. There was no mistaking the concern in his voice. “I regret I’m unable to accompany you anywhere at the moment. Ask your questions, so we can get back to work.”
“I have the unfortunate duty to inform you that I have a warrant for your arrest in conjunction with your whereabouts on August 3,” Westbrook replied, sensing that the situation was getting out of hand. “There’s evidence suggesting that you might have been in California.”
“California? Now you wait just a goddamned minute, mister,” Ryan replied, angry that the officer’s presence was not merely a routine visit he could quickly dismiss. “I’ll answer your questions…but we’ll do it right here. I’ve got an expensive crew waiting on me.” Jutting out his jaw, he defiantly folded his arms across his chest.
“It’d be a lot better if you came peacefully, Mr. Marshall,” Westbrook replied. “I’ll need to properly record your answers. I’m sure this is just a routine matter and you’ll be back on the job in no time.”
“I don’t think you understood Mr. Marshall,” Corky Chalmers added. “We don’t take kindly to interruption from outsiders. It disturbs the guys, and when they’re disturbed…accidents can happen. So why don’t you just ask Mr. Marshall your questions and we’ll get back to work?” he said insolently, signaling a couple of the guys to join the brewing discussion.
“Okay, look,” Westbrook replied, remembering the gas station attendant’s warning that he not cross these men. “I’m sorry if we got off on the wrong foot. This wasn’t my intention. Maybe if you can tell me your whereabouts the past couple of days, we can quickly resolve the matter.”
Corky’s signal was like an alarm had gone off. The crew acted as if they had received an emergency signal. Everyone on the ground trotted over and, within moments, they completely encircled the truck, with the unknown intruder in the dark glasses held captive in the center. “What’s up, Corky?” several workmen asked in unison, each jostling for a position in the tightly forming circle.
“This yahoo thinks he’s taking Mr. Marshall to jail,” Corky responded. “I don’t know who he thinks he is…but on this job, everyone abides by the rules. What’s the first rule?” he asked, holding up a finger.
“ Nothing goes without the foreman’s approval,” the men shouted together.
Westbrook was feeling very uncomfortable. The situation was beyond his control. Pressing his authority would only further alienate this rowdy bunch. He decided the path of least resistance was to quickly remove himself from the knot of belligerent men, and return later with reinforcements.
“I hope you guys understand I’m only here to investigate Mr. Marshall’s whereabouts the past couple of days. It wasn’t my intent to upset anyone; I apologize for provoking you,” he said in a calm, reassuring voice. “We can discuss this another time.”
“Listen, Detective…Westbrook, is it?” Ryan said, before his men made the situation any worse. “I wasn’t in California the past month, let alone the past couple days. But before I say more, can you tell me where you think I might have been?”
“I’d really prefer to discuss this in private, Mr. Marshall,” Westbrook replied. “My questions could be personally damaging; you might not want anyone to know the nature of this business.”
“Enough of this hokey bullshit,” shouted a voice from the unruly crowd. They were tightening upon the detective standing next to Marshall at the center of the group.
“Throw his ass in the gorge,” yelled another antagonistic voice.
“Hey, mister, how’s ‘bout a firsthand look at what pissed-off iron workers can do to your sorry ass?” someone else shouted. There were loud shouts of agreement and many of the men began waving steel spud poles above their heads.
“Okay, okay,” shouted Ryan above the din of voices, raising his hands aloft, trying to calm his men. He appreciated their trying to intimidate the officer, but he didn’t figure obstruction of justice was the solution, either. “Let’s hear the man out.”
Westbrook waited for the tumult to quiet before he continued. “Mr. Marshall, you’re wanted for questioning in conjunction with a theft at the office of your cousin, Dr. Jarrod Conrad, at Stanford University on the night of August 3. There was a security guard fatally wounded in the building that same night. The Palo Alto detectives in charge of this investigation have found evidence at the scene that suggests you were in your cousin’s office. It’s the nature of the evidence that has brought me here today. I had hoped to talk to you about this privately…but obviously this has become impossible.”
“That son-of-a-bitch! ” Ryan yelled, the veins in his neck popping out, and his face flushed by the accusation from the officer. “Let me tell you something, Detective,” he shouted, moving closer, pointing his finger in Westbrook’s face, “there’s no way you’re going to arrest me on this trumped-up charge. This is bullshit! Earlier today we discovered that tower crane had been tampered with,” he said, thumbing over his shoulder at the crane. “It would have caused a terrible accident had we tried to lift that chunk of iron over there. I’ll bet anything my fucking cousin’s at the bottom of this whole mess. Now he’s made it look like I broke into his office. You’ve got to listen to me, Detective. Things aren’t what they appear. My cousin’s as twisted as anyone you’ve ever met. What exactly did you find that led you out here?”
“Look, let’s everyone just back it down a notch,” Westbrook pleaded, feeling even more threatened by Marshall’s outburst. He wished he hadn’t taken this assignment without proper backup. He also hadn’t followed the usual protocol of notifying the Taos County sheriff that he was in their jurisdiction. He was in big trouble; his only hope was to remain calm and hope to survive in one piece.
“Palo Alto PD found a crumpled piece of note paper with your company logo at the scene. We’ll need to do a handwriting analysis. I’m sure that once we get to the bottom of all the evidence, the facts will prove your innocence. But let’s not make this any harder by resisting arrest.”
Westbrook paused, trying to gauge Marshall’s response. From the enraged look on his face, he could only surmise that his best advice wouldn’t be heeded. “You’re a high-profile man, Mr. Marshall. Think about what you’re doing. You don’t want an all-points bulletin issued for your arrest. That can’t help your situation any,” he warned.
Westbrook was powerless. Even if he drew his weapon, the iron workers wouldn’t let him leave without a fight, and there was no way to handcuff this pissed-off giant, anyway.
“Get him, boys,” Corky yelled, as several of the larger men moved in to seize Detective Westbrook. They held his arms fast as he struggled, quickly taking his weapon and cell phone. One of the crew grabbed his keys, running to the vehicle to confiscate additional weapons. He also disabled the two-way radio, severing the cord on the hand-held mike. Detective Westbrook was at the mercy of the iron workers.
“You guys are in such deep shit!” Westbrook yelled as they continued to rough him up. “I’ll have the whole bunch of you jailed on obstruction charges. Let me go… now,” he fumed, feeling certain that these guys were quite capable of killing him.
Ryan Marshall had heard enough. He walked briskly away from the gang of men that had come to his aid. “Corky, I don’t want the good detective to come to any harm, ya hear? After I grab a few things from the office, I’m heading out to track down my fucking cousin. Wait about an hour before you let the officer go, understand?”
Corky nodded.
“And get Big Mo off the truck, then send Apache home. Make sure you talk to the trucker so he doesn’t blab about what just happened. I don’t have a clue when I’ll be back, so you’re in charge now. I want this bridge to stay on schedule. That’s why I hired you. You’re ready, Corky. Can I depend on you?”
“Yes, sir. You’ve got my word,” he said, following Ryan into the construction trailer. “What do you think’s going on?”
“I really don’t know what to think, Corky,” Ryan said in a rush while stuffing items from his desk into his briefcase. He went to the small floor safe and withdrew several hundred dollars of petty cash that the office used for miscellaneous expenses. He left a handwritten note with his signature to account for the withdrawal.
“I’ll tell you one thing…this is no coincidence. The fact our tower crane was vandalized on the same day I’m accused of breaking into my cousin’s lab is no mere twist of fate. Someone’s behind this; I’ll bet anything it’s my fucked-up cousin. Wait ’til I get my hands on the son-of-a-bitch.”
Corky noticed Ryan’s hands were shaking. He’d never seen him so upset. There was a weird look on his face he’d never seen before, either. It was almost like he was possessed.
“Hey, I’m going to need another favor. Give me the keys to your truck,” Ryan asked with his hand outstretched.
Corky sensed from the way he thrust his hand out that he wasn’t so much asking a favor, but making a demand. He handed Ryan his keys.
“I’m heading north to Pueblo. I’ll exchange your truck for a rental car on my way to Denver. I’ll let you know what rental agency. In any case, the state police will have an APB out for my arrest the minute Westbrook calls in. I need a head start out of New Mexico.”
“Sure, no problem. My truck’s back at the motel,” Corky said. “Just be careful. This is messed up, Ryan. If it’s as you say, your cousin’ll be expecting you to come after him. If you need backup, you just let me know and a bunch of guys will be right there.”
Corky followed Ryan out the door. “And don’t worry about the project. You’ve lined up everything far enough ahead to keep us going well through the completion of the span. You just keep your head down. The law’ll be scoping for you like a Cooper’s hawk on a gopher hole.”
“Don’t worry about me, ya hear?” Ryan replied. “I’ve got this. Keeping me in business is the best way to help me now. One more thing…call Sarah. Let her know what’s happened. Tell her I’m on my way to find Jarrod. Tell her not to call me or talk to the police until I have a chance to figure this out. It’s important she not jump to conclusions. Tell her I can explain everything.”
With those final instructions, Ryan walked out of the trailer toward his vehicle, started the engine, and sped from the construction site with his wheels spewing gravel and a plume of dust as he departed.
God help Jarrod Conrad when Ryan finds him, thought Corky, watching him squirrel up the dirt road. Fury’s coming…and hell’s close behind.



TWELVE


Livermore, California
11:00 HOURS
Richard Kilmer couldn’t delay any longer. It was time to present the Livermore plan to his men. He knew there would be strident opposition, but he had confidence they were disciplined enough to pull it off. Because each man was literally the best in his chosen field, they also possessed strong beliefs about how to formulate a plan of attack. Admittedly, there were times when the pre-mission presentation had enhanced his tactical design, but in the end, Kilmer also knew his plan would ultimately prevail- compensation of $1 million per man was something none of them would turn away from. The minute they answered his call, accepting the plan was really non-negotiable. It was all or nothing. The success or failure in the upcoming Livermore job would come down to the evacuation, which would hinge on Colt Hamil. They were about to find out just how good a driver Colt really was.
Kilmer spent the morning recuperating from the late night at the Quantum Building. He went through his equipment cache and segregated what he would need for the Livermore operation. He thoroughly cleaned, inspected, and oiled both his nine-millimeter automatic pistols. The 380 Beretta was his preference for closequarters personal protection, but he always thought the Lugar was more accurate for distance shots. He loaded six clips with 148 grain full-metal jacket rounds, deciding against hollow points, and carefully secured these in his specially made harness. Then he emptied and repacked the gear bag that stowed his commando clothing: night-vision goggles, storm trooper boots, hood, and black nomex jumpsuit. As team leader, he didn’t normally carry much gear except a spare radio and battery.
Kilmer completed his equipment checklist and then went online to access his offshore Cayman bank account. He was delighted to see that Holloway had recently deposited $4.5 million. This covered the $1 million outstanding from the Quantum job, and fifty percent payment of the $7-million Livermore mission. He was relieved that Holloway had not decided to delay the upcoming mission while Aldin Mills verified the discs retrieved from Conrad’s office.
Kilmer felt a rush of adrenaline thinking about the next assignment and looked over his roster of professional soldiers he wanted to use. Each of these men possessed a particular expertise that made them unique among this elite band of mercenaries. Through the years, Kilmer had recruited nearly a dozen highly decorated retired soldiers, who had been personally recommended by an existing team member. In this way, Kilmer gleaned only the very best men without concern they might blow the whistle on the team’s clandestine activities.
All of Kilmer’s men had honorably served their country, but each had also been scapegoated in some fashion to hide a political agenda from a blissfully ignorant public. Most had become embittered by their government’s hypocrisy and no longer held allegiance to anything except the men with whom they served and the mission at hand. This led them to become mercenaries, accepting payment for the services they formerly provided free of charge to an ungrateful bureaucracy. By whatever means they came to be a part of the team, however, Kilmer knew these were most likely the best of the best at their particular skill.
Kilmer never varied from his practiced method for planning a mission. Once he firmly understood the operation parameters, only then would he peruse his roster to select the best man for each required position. This method had proven highly successful, and made each of his men wealthy beyond any reasonable measure. So, too, his method also provided a maximum of safety; without exception, there had been only minimal casualties in all the years they had been banded together.
Before embarking on Holloway’s ambitious plan, Kilmer had first plotted the lunar patterns to determine each month’s new moon. He always preferred to initiate missions in close to total darkness around the lunar cycle, believing that night-vision equipment gave his team an immediate operational advantage. Kilmer knew most security details could not afford these expensive devices, which put them at a distinct disadvantage.
Kilmer reviewed the schematics of the grounds for what seemed like the tenth time. Like every lab that handled enriched nuclear material, this facility was under heightened security following the terrorist attack in New York City. Because of the research conducted at this site, a breach would be exceedingly complex and probably deadly. Kilmer painstakingly studied every conceivable entry point to determine the path of least resistance; so far, the perfect plan eluded him but he was confident the facility could be breached.
Lawrence Livermore Lab presented a difficult challenge. This facility was the only West Coast institution that contained the amount of enriched uranium Holloway had specified. Other processing facilities could supply the twenty pounds of uranium to operate Conrad’s contraption, but these facilities were under tight military control, and resembled armed fortresses compared to the relatively low-level security at the Livermore Lab. Regardless, this was going to be a complicated operation.
The Lab also contained a couple of attributes, however, that Kilmer immediately appreciated. The nuclear material in the lab’s Stockpile Stewardship program was contained in one central location: a warehouse designed to protect against radioactive contamination of those working close by. This basketball-court-sized space was thirty meters underground, with only one entrance. Kilmer considered this a strategic benefit-the armed security protecting the containment center could be neutralized without regard for an immediate secondary response. This bought his team a great deal of precious time.
The Stockpile Stewardship program had caught Holloway’s attention because it was, as the name suggested, a stockpile of obsolete nuclear weapons. It was radioactive material that was used for further testing by the National Ignition Facility. In essence, the Nuclear Regulatory Agency completely disregarded this stockpile because these weapons were no longer considered integral to national defense. The uranium was essentially expendable, even though it was weapons-grade pure. A more perfect target elsewhere simply did not exist. Unfortunately for the lab’s security personnel, this site would lend itself to nothing more covert than an old-fashioned smash and grab. This meant there were going to be multiple fatalities.
Holloway had also specified that Kilmer design a plan that would put Homeland Security on the trail of the most likely local terrorist group. In this way, they could blame the Livermore theft on terrorist activity that bombarded worldwide news sources almost daily. It mattered little which local jihad was blamed, as long as the focus was shifted far from Kilmer’s domestic team. But this was the least of his worries. Rafie could handle the diversion.
The most prevalent of several stubborn difficulties to overcome was how to manage the nuclear material once the team entered the containment room. He knew they could muster the firepower to breach the facility, but once inside, a reasonable plan for extraction remained elusive.
Finally Richard Kilmer thought he had arrived at the solution: Seven heavily armed commandos could take out the Livermore Lab Security detail. A sniper with an M24 assault rifle would take a position atop the water tower that stood 100 feet above the complex. When the security detail was neutralized, two other men would blow the door and enter the stockpile area. As soon as the men entered the containment room and grabbed the cargo container, everyone would retreat to the armored assault vehicle to evacuate. It needed more thought to smooth out the rough edges, but essentially this was the plan.
Kilmer made his first call to Tommy Starkovich, the best sniper he had ever seen. “Stark” would deploy atop the water tower at the east end of the Livermore complex. From this vantage point, he could position Thor, his modified Remington M24 sniper weapons system. With this rifle, Stark was able to fire a. 300-millimeter magnum round through a man’s nasal cavity from well over 600 yards. From any distance, the victim never heard the shot, the bullet traveling faster than the speed of sound. Stark was methodical, analytical, and never hesitated to take the shot. He was the only man proficient enough to cover the incursion team on the ground.
“G’day mate,” Kilmer said when Stark answered.
“What up, Boss,” Stark replied, recognizing Kilmer’s unmistakable Aussie accent.
“We’re meetin’ t’night at 22:00 in the warehouse. I’ve brained up the Livermore op. Can ya come ‘round?”
The warehouse on Story Road was regarded as home base for his team’s West Coast operation. It was located close to the Bayshore Freeway in San Jose, and large enough to contain all the team’s technical equipment and many of Colt Hamil’s specialized vehicles. But of greater utility was the fact that Dallas Weaver had painstakingly installed a state-of-the-art audio/visual presentation room. Weaver’s equipment could generate three-dimensional satellite images offering real-time surveillance capabilities rivaling anything the CIA used. After a visual presentation in this nerve center, team members experienced an accurate walk-through of exactly what to expect on the grounds of the operation. Every member was thoroughly familiar with the complexities of the target following a presentation using Weaver’s equipment.
“You can count on me, Boss. I’ve been waiting for the call.”
“Good bloke…see ya t’night then.”
His second call was to Ivan Krilenko, a retired Russian Secret Service agent who had once been a personal bodyguard for Soviet president Yuri Andropov. He later had a distinguished career as a deep-cover espionage agent in the KGB, working for the first chief directorate responsible for operations abroad. Because he had spent much time in America, he learned the wonders of the free market system, and realized that his talents were eminently marketable.
Kilmer was fortunate to have discovered Krilenko in 1991 during a brief adversarial encounter. But it wasn’t difficult to see that the Russian possessed rare espionage talents that would perfectly complement his team. He convinced Ivan to capitalize on his skills by working for those willing to pay a lucrative price for his expertise. Shortly thereafter, Krilenko defected and immediately joined Kilmer’s team. Not only was he exceptionally adept at martial arts, he was also blessed with uncommon strength and exceptional stealth. Among the team he was known as “Shadow,” possessing the ability to sneak up on anyone before they realized he was there. Krilenko also promised to attend the rendezvous.
Kilmer’s next call was to Terrance Ventura, a retired Navy SEAL. There was nothing outwardly remarkable about Terrance, apart from the fact he was a SEAL and the very best demolition man Kilmer had ever encountered. Terrance specialized in underwater demolition, but his skill was not merely limited to water. There was a reason Terry was known as “Surgeon;” he could design Simtex shape charges to blast into anything with negligible destruction. His expertise with plastic explosive Simtex at the Livermore containment vault would be critical; they couldn’t risk releasing deadly radioactive material from the containment room. Kilmer was not successful in reaching Terry, but was confident the message he left would get a positive response. That left just Nuzam and Metusack.
He decided to call Rafael Nuzam next. If anyone was going to turn him down, it would be Rafie. Kilmer hoped he could convince the retired Green Beret to join him for one more foray. While Kilmer was unquestionably the team leader, Major Nuzam would always be the clear second-in-command. This grizzled Special Forces soldier was an unparalleled master at planning missions requiring rapid and discrete responses to unique situations. He possessed one of the keenest military minds in the business, as well as having a thorough knowledge of foreign languages, customs, and cultures.
Of all his men, Kilmer knew the least about Rafie, primarily because he could not divulge the dozens of covert missions he had led for the military. But his allegiance was unassailable. He would develop the necessary back story to misdirect the CIA into believing that terrorists had carried out the Livermore operation. Rafie was essential to the operation. If he declined, there was no alternative backup. Kilmer dialed his residence, leaving another message about the meeting.
Kilmer’s next call was to Sully Metusack. “Tooz” was a grinder. There was nothing too difficult, too dangerous, or too disagreeable for Tooz. He was the kind of soldier every commanding officer would love to clone-a soldier that would blindly follow an order until the mission succeeded, or he died trying. Tooz was uncomplicated; he didn’t know the meaning of excuses. If the mission demanded extended exposure to hostile fire, bad weather, or extreme circumstances, he never complained or shirked his responsibility. If stuck in a foxhole, you hoped it would be with Tooz. Not only was he good-natured, quick with a joke, and fun to be with, he was also a damn fine field medic. He could tend to your wounds, stitch you up, and make you laugh all at the same time. Kilmer knew Tooz wouldn’t be a problem. He agreed to meet at the appointed time.
Kilmer had previously briefed Colt Hamil about the evacuation for the Livermore mission during the planning of the Quantum job. Colt was another of Kilmer’s favorite team members. He was quiet, unassuming, and quite possibly the most proficient driver to emerge from the professional stock car circuit. Colt grew quickly in Kilmer’s esteem because of his uncommon courtesy and self-effacing manner. The men tried to hang the nickname “Trigger” or “Forty-Five” on Colt, but nothing stuck. It was impossible to improve on his name.
Colt grew up in a family of stock car drivers with a heritage born from the days his hillbilly grandfather, Bolt Hamil, bootlegged moonshine through the hollers of Bear Creek, Kentucky. The local authorities used every conceivable trick to catch “Lightning Bolt,” a legendary bootlegger who never lost a load of shine. Colt possessed an unrivaled record in car chases, just like his grandfather, believing his dearly departed grandpappy bestowed mystical protection over him. He always felt his driving ability came naturally, inherited from Bolt. Had he not been inducted into the Army and subsequently discovered by Kilmer, he most likely would have been a brilliant stock car driver on the NASCAR circuit. Kilmer had only to lay out the plan and Colt would coordinate all the transport logistics. His record was flawless and unmatched.
Kilmer made the final call. “Colt, the mob meets at 22:00 t’night. It a ripper. Be there, mate.”
“10-4. Can’t wait, Boss. Who’s coming?” Colt asked, trying to anticipate who Kilmer had assembled.
“The usual blokes. Everone’s committed ‘cept Rafie, but I’m bettin’ he won’t miss the quid on this op. We’ll know t’night.”
“Okay, perfect, see you then.”
The task completed, Richard Kilmer looked at the Livermore complex and wondered if there was something he was missing. Nothing was apparent. He hoped to hell none of his men paid the ultimate price. Whenever he felt this unsettled, it usually presaged a fatal outcome, but the plan before him couldn’t avoid killing along the way. This operation was going to be a deadly massacre. In just a few hours, he would lay out the plan for his men, and let them decide if they wanted to accept the risk. Still, these were high-quality professional soldiers, and he loathed the possibility that even one of them might not return.
Goddamned Holloway, he thought. If it weren’t for the exorbitant sum they would receive for executing this deadly plan, he’d tell the rich bastard to go screw himself. However, he also knew it was well worth the risk to keep the man happy. It was unlikely he would ever again find someone of Holloway’s resources willing to compensate as richly as he was. And there was no mistaking Holloway’s brilliance. His plan was incomparable even among the greatest heists in history. This was once in a lifetime. Kilmer’s unrelenting concern was to somehow survive the bloody mess.
He looked at his watch, reflecting that in less than thirty-six hours they would need to commence the Livermore mission. He decided to go over the plan one more time.



THIRTEEN


Redwood Shores, California Oracle Headquarters
The deep blue thirty-two-node IBM RS/6000 supercomputer, capable of one billion calculations per second, was busily cranking out millions of calculations. Deep Blue was derived from the supercomputer class that originally defeated world chess champion Gary Karperov. It was the first known instance of a computer beating a master chess champion in tournament-style competition. The computer was presently verifying the possible changes to an object’s gravitational weight when a given amount of enriched uranium was cycled inside a magnetic field.
Dr. Aldin Mills was decompressing the data files from his office at Oracle Headquarters. He had received the files from his friend Dallas Weaver, who directed him to integrate the formulas with the antigravity machine he was constructing. The man who wanted this machine-Alastair Holloway, whom he knew only by name-had given him the same identical instructions as before: Under no circumstances was the data to be copied, and no one was to know about the machine he was building at the Bayshore Warehouse.
The compensation Aldin received for his particular expertise was beyond anything he could earn anywhere else. He was extremely thankful to Weaver for getting him the job. Good ol’ Dallas, he never forgot his friends.
Weaver had months earlier provided the engineering specifications to build the antigravity machine, his source at Quantum Dimensions secreting out the information as it became available. Initially, Aldin had no idea how the machine would operate, but as it began to take shape, he came to understand that it functioned much like an electrical generator resembling those found in hydroelectric or nuclear power plants. These facilities generated electricity in similar fashion: using turbines connected to huge coils of copper wire suspended within a magnet field. Whether the turbine rotated by water pressure or steam was irrelevant. The facts remained: Spinning a magnetized copper core produced a flow of electrons and alternating current.
Within the first few minutes of reviewing the data files, Aldin couldn’t believe his eyes. With these equations, it was obvious the inventor had discovered how to harness gravity, the last of the four fundamental laws of nature. By utilizing the formulas, the antigravity machine could make an object weightless or heavier depending on the desired outcome. The calculus he used was stunning in its simplicity. Like every seemingly revolutionary discovery, the concept was so obvious it begged the question why the secret had not been revealed before.
The machine worked just like an electric motor, but the difference was that a magnetized uranium core was rotated by an outside electrical source. This would produce an artificial flow of gravitrons- so named by the inventor-that could produce weightlessness. Even more astounding, gravity could also be increased depending on how the nuclear core was rotated: A clockwise rotation produced a diminishing gravitation field, while a counterclockwise rotation produced a magnified gravitational field. This presented infinite operational possibilities.
As Aldin authenticated the formulas, there emerged little doubt that the relationship among the amount of uranium, the strength of the magnetic field, and the amperage of the electrical input would control an object’s gravity. Regardless of the application, this was indeed a breakthrough of staggering proportions. Aldin was elated to be the first engineer to operate this wonder machine.
Another mind-boggling capability of this technology was that, unlike electricity, which required wires to contain the electrons and convey the flow of electricity, the gravitron generator required no such wiring. Rather, the beam of gravitrons could be aimed through a microwave antenna. This allowed the user tremendous flexibility; by focusing the dish at a specific target, its gravity could be magnified or reduced. The centuries-old dream of levitation seemed to have become a reality.
Aldin leaned back in his chair, completely enthralled by what he had just discovered. He was shaking with excitement and couldn’t really comprehend his good fortune. He had accomplished a great deal in producing the mobile antigravity device, and it was about to become operational.
Holloway had given him an unlimited budget, and handed over the exact design specifications to create a machine the likes of which had never before been seen. There had been real challenges-the most prevalent was containment of the uranium to avoid radioactive contamination. Another was a practical problem with the weight of the trailer. Because of the lead used to line the turbine, the trailer weight was more than most trucks could safely brake. All these challenges were within acceptable technological limits, however, and Aldin had overcome them all. The last remaining obstacle was to program the formulas into the main computer. With these in hand, he was ready to make history.
It didn’t matter to Mills that he wasn’t the researcher that discovered the antigravity technology. As a researcher himself, he believed the inventor should at some point be recognized for his revolutionary work. But he was mesmerized by the fantasy of being recognized for building the first antigravity machine, despite how it came into his possession. He didn’t once stop to question how Dallas Weaver obtained the discs containing this valuable data, nor did he even marginally consider the consequences of being in possession of it.
But what he failed to appreciate beyond everything else was the plan for how the completed apparatus would be used. Alastair Holloway would undertake the most outrageous heist in the annals of crime. “Clueless, naive, and expendable” was a perfect description of Aldin Mills.



FOURTEEN


Stanford University
Dr. Niles Penburton was spellbound by all the activity following the Quantum Building crimes from the night before. The Palo Alto police investigation had not let up since he was first notified that Frank Santos had been killed, but he was not prepared for the storm of police activity that would greet his arrival the following day.
Throughout the previous evening’s investigation, he had stayed behind the scenes, talking briefly to officers while taking in every aspect of the unfolding drama. When Captain Hawkley had learned Penburton was the head of Quantum research at Stanford University, he had authorized his admittance to both crimes scenes- Dr. Conrad’s’ burglarized fifth-floor office, and the murder outside Dr. Levassuer’s lab on the third floor. Throughout the early morning hours, Penburton had also spent considerable time with Dr. Jarrod Conrad, trying to console him for the loss of valuable research information on the SUT project. He finally left for home shortly before dawn.
Niles awoke late the next morning, having slept fitfully from the previous night’s unexpected activities. He checked his cell phone for messages and listened to three missed calls from Jason Henry. He could tell from the tone of each message that Agent Henry was frantic for information. He decided to shower and have breakfast before calling him back, figuring he would need all his composure before discussing anything with the special agent from the Department of Defense; this was no time for a slip of the tongue.
Once out in the sunshine, however, Niles Penburton noted that he felt better than he had in several weeks. He watched with interest as several students strolled between the various campus buildings, most carrying books or wearing backpacks, busily working on class assignments. Academia continued to flourish at the university, just as its founder, Leland Stanford, had envisioned. This thought always seemed to bolster his confidence whenever he needed reassurance about his career choice.
Stanford University always presented itself as postcard perfect- the landscape supervisor taking extraordinary care of the grounds, which highlighted one of the most coveted bastions of higher learning in the United States. But at no time during the year did Stanford look more refined than during the spring. Roses of magnificent beauty and variety, along with chrysanthemums, irises, and lilies, festooned the Oval Park, the amphitheater, the sports complex, and all along the many campus buildings and promenades. Flowering plants of incredible diversity displayed a kaleidoscope of colors across the campus.
Niles loved to take long walks in the springtime, never tiring of discovering small enclaves of students gathered in shaded circles, discussing current events or other salient topics. Shaping the most intelligent young minds to be found anywhere was an intoxicating experience, and one he richly savored. Teaching at Stanford had always been his dream, a dream made possible by the Stanfords’ vision.
Leland and Jane Stanford established the university in memory of their only child, Leland Jr., who succumbed to typhoid fever in 1884 at the age of fifteen. Leland left most of his fortune to the university, a fortune amassed from supplying provisions to miners during the California Gold Rush, and later as one of the legendary Four Horsemen who built the first transcontinental railway.
Whenever Penburton walked the campus, he couldn’t help but feel that Leland and Jane would be extremely proud of how richly developed the university had become. They envisioned creating a top-notch school to rival academic institutions of prominence on the East Coast, and Penburton believed they had far exceeded this mark in every respect. Stanford had gained worldwide distinction as the premier university for many teaching disciplines, including theoretical physics. He never took for granted his good fortune of being a tenured faculty member and dean of the School of Astrophysics.
Penburton finally arrived at his office, after navigating layers of yellow crime-scene tape around the perimeter of the building, and a gauntlet of detectives investigating the crimes. When anyone questioned his presence, he produced Captain Hawkley’s business card granting his authorization for entry. It was surreal what had occurred here the previous evening.
Finally ensconced in his office, he could no longer put off the return call to Jason Henry. He sat at his desk, which was perfectly positioned in the corner of his eleventh-floor office to take advantage of the view in both directions. He loved the view of the campus below, but never more so than today. He knew Special Agent Henry would want an update on everything, and what to expect from Dr. Conrad. This was going to be a difficult conversation. He would need to be guarded in his statements; Jason Henry was no fool.
He dialed the agent’s number, which was answered after the first ring. “Henry.”
“Good morning, Jason, it’s Niles…returning your call.”
“What the hell’s going on there?” Agent Henry questioned. “Why didn’t you call before now? I’ve talked to the locals…they tell me Conrad’s gravity research has been stolen and a guard was killed. What’s the status at Quantum right now?” It was clear from the tone of his voice he was not happy.
“First of all, how do you think the police knew to contact you?” Niles answered, to defuse Henry’s first concern. “In your capacity as special agent of DOD, I thought it better to have the police officially notify you. Second, we can account for everything… except Conrad’s research files. There was no loss of nuclear material,” he emphasized, checking the notes he had compiled the previous evening with Jarrod Conrad.
“This crime wasn’t about stealing radioactive isotopes from the vault. In fact, it doesn’t appear there was an attempt to even locate the vault. The evidence suggests the perpetrators’ sole intent was confiscating Conrad’s research data. Unfortunately, the death of the security guard seems to be an unintended consequence while evacuating the premises,” he stated confidently, gazing out the window at a buxom red-haired coed rollerblading across the sidewalk. “There’s nothing to be overly alarmed about.”
“What…are you kidding me?” Agent Henry asked incredulously. “You really expect me to dismiss the seriousness of this incident? The Joint Chiefs are on me like sand at the beach. What am I supposed to tell them in the next progress report? That the ground-breaking technology you promised has been stolen…but, good news, we didn’t lose the two ounces of fission material at the lab. Are you flippin’ nuts? Come back to reality, Professor.”
“Okay, I get the point,” Penburton replied stiffly. “I stand corrected. I didn’t mean to dismiss the severity of our situation…this pisses me off, too. I’m just trying to see this from the bright side. Truthfully…I’m not that concerned. Dr. Conrad is very conscientious; he has the data for the gravity machine backed up on his home computer, which he believes is sufficient to reconstruct everything. We’ll get through this, Jason.”
“What’s the next step?” Henry asked. “Are there any more leads from the preliminary investigation?”
“As far as I know, PAPD will follow-up on physical evidence found at the scene,” he said. Penburton fully described the details of the stationery that was found and Agent Palatino’s effort to unravel the identity of the perp that hacked into Conrad’s computer terminal. “Since I’ve been here this morning, I’ve seen at least half a dozen plain-clothes officers working the case. No one’s contacted me yet… but I’m sure they will soon.”
“Well, keep me informed, goddamnit,” Henry growled. “I need to know the moment something develops. My ass is grass and the bulls are hungry. Catch my drift?”
“I understand, Jason. It’s not my intention to hide anything. As soon as something shakes out, I’ll call you…I promise.”
“Okay…see that you do. I’ll be in San Francisco later this evening. I want to see you and Captain Hawkley first thing tomorrow.”
“Fine. Call me whenever you land. I’ll be expecting you,” he said, hanging up the phone. Penburton was relieved the call had gone well. Agent Henry didn’t suspect him of anything.
Niles continued his gaze out the window, smiling faintly, hoping to spot another coed. He sometimes wished he was closer to the street for a better view of the girls, but then remembered how content he was with the more expansive view from the corner office. He loved to look down upon the campus with all its many buildings and rich traditions.
Agent Jason Henry has no clue about what’s going on, he mused. He exhibits the petty tyranny of a bureaucrat who was caught with his pants down.
Niles Penburton didn’t care about Agent Henry’s superiors or anyone else. He would tolerate his trivial power trip, for now, only slightly inconvenienced from his primary goal-taking what rightfully belonged to Quantum Dimensions. He leaned back in his chair, resting his feet on the window ledge, and began to daydream about what he would do with his latest windfall.
Easy, Professor; let’s not get ahead of ourselves, he thought, snapping back to reality. One step at a time…just stick to the plan. After this last deal, retirement in the lap of luxury isn’t far off.



FIFTEEN


Pilar, New Mexico
Ryan Marshall drove back to the Pinon Tree Motel in Pilar, planning to collect his belongings, square his bill, and exchange the company truck for Corky’s Chevy Tahoe. His thoughts were swirling and he felt thoroughly demoralized, like the whole world was caving in around him. There was no way to assimilate all that had taken place in the past few hours, but he knew in his heart Jarrod was at the center of it. He shook his head as disjointed images of their past altercations sprang into his memory. It was hard to imagine anything worse than what Jarrod had done to cause his divorce from Sarah, but this latest incident could be its equal.
Ryan wondered about the source behind Jarrod’s hatred. It was one thing to harbor resentment, but to actually carry out retaliations as serious and destructive as Jarrod’s was mind-boggling. It was time they got to the bottom of their dysfunction, once and for all.
Ryan looked at his watch, calculating the time he had left before Corky would release Detective Westbrook. He estimated he still had about thirty minutes. With Westbrook’s patrol vehicle disabled, he figured it would be an additional half-hour before he could alert police headquarters. It would be close, but he thought he could just make it to the Colorado border.
Ryan was astounded by his dilemma. He was unprepared for thinking like a criminal on the run, having no experience and no clue about what to look out for. His only solace was clinging to his tightly held belief that the truth would eventually prevail. Knowing he was perfectly innocent of these bogus accusations fortified his resolve and bolstered his courage. He prayed that he remained free long enough to run down his cousin for the answers to this life-and-death struggle.
The drive from Pilar to the Colorado border was, thankfully, uneventful. Ryan spent the time trying to imagine what he was going to do when he finally confronted Jarrod. It was hard to contain his anger; thoughts of revenge poured through him like a tropical monsoon. It was difficult to resist conjuring images of how he would torment Jarrod when he got the chance. But torturing his cousin would not ameliorate his current circumstances: wanted by the New Mexico State Police for infractions ranging from unlawfully detaining a detective to obstructing justice. Ryan felt he had reached another low point in his life.
Just stay positive. Concentrate! There must be some reason this is happening.
As Ryan drove toward Pueblo, he tried to imagine how Sarah would react when she learned about his situation. Since their divorce now five years ago, they seldom spoke. Their son, Jeremiah, was completing his senior year at New Mexico State, but they rarely discussed his progress or well-being. When they did interact, it was usually to discuss business and kept very professional. Sarah was in charge of the accounting, finance, and HR; Ryan directed the construction crews. In this way, they were able to stay detached while continuing a very successful business endeavor. This suited Sarah, but Ryan never gave up hope of a future reconciliation. With each passing year, his hopes dimmed, however, as each attempt was summarily spurned.
Even with their amicable business arrangement, Ryan could never dispel his shame from losing the love of his life. He didn’t believe he would ever again be as happy as he had been with Sarah. There was a pain in his chest when he thought about how greatly disappointed she would be when she heard about this latest insane situation. She’s clearly better off without me.
Relationships were never Ryan’s strong suit. He had spent considerable time in the past trying to discover why this was so. At Sarah’s request, he had even seen a counselor, but the results were questionable. He concluded that the strong bond most families enjoyed was simply lacking in the Marshall family. The relationship with his mother, Regina, was anything but healthy, and the counseling exposed her as the primary factor in the dysfunction between Jarrod and himself. Had she spent the time nurturing a strong bond between the boys, they could have yoked their strengths against anyone that dared cross them. Instead, the competitive rivalry she encouraged between them resulted in nothing but contempt.
But even through all the destructive interactions in their adolescent years, Ryan was unprepared for the degree of Jarrod’s vindictiveness in adulthood. There was clearly no boundary that was off-limits, including Ryan’s marriage. Jarrod knew how much Ryan loved Sarah and he couldn’t stand it; the envy grew in him like a cancer. But to have willfully planned a scenario meant to cause their divorce was the most unconscionable act imaginable.
Simply remembering the circumstances in New York caused Ryan’s stomach to lurch. If there was one single mistake he could change in his life, it was his infidelity to Sarah. It was his own fault- he broke his vows to Sarah, not Jarrod. But the way it came about was Jarrod’s unmistakable handiwork. He would give anything to reverse that one decision at Dizzy’s Bar.
Ryan was in NYC some years after the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center. Levitation Solutions, Inc. was contracted to recycle the massive amount of steel that resulted from the collapse of both towers. Typically, when the workday was over, most of the construction crew gathered in a local bar. They drank a few beers, watched sports, ogled women, and commiserated on problems with the job at hand. Ryan was generally vigilant not to imbibe too much, preferring to keep his wits about him. He was also watchful not to allow his men to get inebriated. A high-steel crewmember with a hangover could spell disaster the following day, so he grounded anyone he suspected of overindulging. In this way, the men would self-monitor their drinking; no one wanted to lose a coveted senior position on a high-steel construction crew.
On one such evening, a modestly attractive middle-aged woman entered Moran’s Tavern on Washington and Wall, taking a booth near the back. She was dressed in a gray pantsuit with a maroon scarf, and wore two-inch heels that perfectly accented her fashionable wardrobe. She looked elegant and carried an oversized Brighton purse with a cell phone and other commonly used items conveniently attached to the outside. Once seated, she whipped out the phone and began a very animated conversation. Ryan was heading to the men’s room and happened to overhear the last part: “I’m not accustomed to being stood up. I won’t tolerate this behavior any longer,” she said heatedly, appearing to be fighting back tears. When he passed by her booth, he caught her eye-and she was indeed crying.
On his way back from the bathroom, the woman grabbed his arm. She was still distraught. “I’m sorry to bother you, mister. Would you mind taking a seat…just for a moment?” she asked politely, keeping a light grip on his wrist.
Even though surprised by the woman’s forwardness, he also considered it chivalrous to offer some assistance. “Can I help you, ma’am?”
She looked up tearfully and smiled. “Oh, thank you. This is the third time my boyfriend has stood me up. We were supposed to meet for dinner across the street. I don’t normally make a habit of visiting strange bars alone. Would you keep me company…just for one drink?” she asked in an alluring voice, sliding further into the booth to make room for him to join her.
Thinking there was nothing inappropriate, Ryan considered her request, but decided to divulge firsthand that he was happily married and in New York only briefly.
As the evening ensued, there was never a hint of impropriety. He remembered having a couple of Heinekens while she drank Bombay Gin and tonic. They spoke about various subjects, and it seemed as though time was standing still. He was vaguely aware that several of the crew bid him goodnight, but there was no indication from anyone that his behavior was unseemly. Finally, Virginia asked him to hail a cab for the ride home.
Once outside the bar, his body felt heavy and he seemed to be spinning. As the taxi approached, he remembered a large black man standing next to him. “Hey, buddy, you okay?” the man asked. “You look a little green. Here, let me help you into the cab.”
Ryan would never forget his decision to get into that cab. At the time, he seemed incapable of resisting, like it was his duty to accompany Virginia home. Looking back, he understood that all his inhibitions had been stripped away; there was no other option except to join Virginia in the cab.
Ryan didn’t recall anything beyond the cab ride, except being manhandled by the oversized black man. Everything after Moran’s was a blur. Apparently, the woman calling herself “Virginia” took him to a hotel somewhere in Manhattan, and with the assistance of her male partner, kept him hostage for the remainder of the evening. They undressed him, restraining his naked body, spread-eagle, to the king-size bed. Virginia then proceeded to have sex with him in every imaginable position while her accomplice shot a videotape and scores of photos of the lurid encounter.
The pictures graphically presented Ryan with this woman astride him, wearing a mask, a dominatrix costume, black stiletto heals, and wielding a whip. There were a variety of pictures showing her taking him into every orifice of her body. The video recorded the plentiful guttural sounds that resulted from their sexual relations. From the tape, it appeared the encounter lasted no less than two hours before he finally passed out.
When he awoke alone at eleven the following morning in a strange Manhattan motel room, his shock and humiliation was too much to bear. A maid had finally rousted him and mentioned that the manager was holding a message for him at the front desk. She knew nothing of anyone else in the hotel room.
This was the beginning of an unimaginable horror to follow. Thoroughly confused, his head throbbing from a vicious hangover, Ryan feverishly searched for his clothes. What he found instead were a couple of stray pictures by the bed stand that depicted him and the woman having sex; she was on top, facing the camera, leaving nothing to the imagination. There was also no mistaking Ryan as her partner. His heart sank; never had he felt so ashamed.
Ryan showered to get Virginia’s stink off his body, threw on his dirty clothes, and headed to the manager’s desk to retrieve the message that awaited him. He collected a note that only said: Hey, Cuz, hope you had a good time with Virginia. She’s payback for Ginner. You’re such a schmuck. J.C.
Reading the message from his cousin made Ryan feel faint. Even though confused by how Jarrod had pulled off the con, he was more concerned about the ramifications of this egregious act. His immediate thought was not about revenge, but rather what Jarrod would do with the pictures. He wondered what form of blackmail would result. Then a lump caught in his throat at the thought of Sarah finding out. He was devastated by the realization that he would have to prepare her for the likelihood that the pictures would surface. He knew that if she found out by surprise, the ramifications of the fiasco would be far more difficult to explain.
Unfortunately, his attempt to alert Sarah came too late. She had already received an overnight FedEx package full of lewd pictures and the DVD. She was inconsolable after watching the tape of the lascivious encounter between her husband and the woman. Sarah considered the bond of fidelity the strongest of their vows, and when she learned Ryan had committed adultery, she could not forgive him. In the days that followed, she filed for a divorce, and even though they ultimately agreed to continue operating the business as fifty-fifty partners, the affair’s resulting damage to their marriage was irreconcilable.
Ryan was heartbroken. Ever since the affair, his one wish in life was to take back this indiscretion, returning to a state of chastity in his relationship. This wish could never be granted.
It also took considerable time for Ryan to recover credibility with his crew. Ryan was the embodiment of honor and integrity among the men. The encounter immediately changed his reputation. Even though no one really knew the extent of what happened, the fact he hadn’t gone home with the men-and, worse, failed to show up at work the following morning-led to rampant speculation. The gossip following his indiscretion was pervasive, remaining an overriding topic throughout the remainder of the New York City project.
In the aftermath, Ryan received the pictures and the same DVD that was shipped to Sarah. The contents of these reproductions were indisputable and irretrievably damaging. Jarrod also included a handwritten note: Ryan-My God, man, your stamina was incredible. I’m envious. By the looks of it, you satisfied all of Virginia. She’s a cheap little whore; I have her phone number for the next time you’re in NY. All my best…J.C.
Ryan was positive that the woman posing as a jilted girlfriend had administered a drug that slowly lowered his inhibitions and caused him to lose consciousness. From the pictures, he also guessed that he was given a large dose of an erectile dysfunction medication.
Ryan gave Sarah the note but she remained unmoved; her mind was made up. Regardless of how his infidelity had come to pass, the fact that it happened couldn’t be absolved. The dissolution of their marriage became final within a year of completing the project in New York.
Ryan made the trip to Pueblo without incident. He parked in the Enterprise parking lot, placing Corky’s keys under the driver’s side floor mat as they had agreed. He rented an SUV using his New Mexico driver’s license, and paid the extra cost for a one-way rental to Denver. He was not in the rental lot longer than twenty minutes before he was once again on Highway 25, heading north toward Denver.
He tried without success to calm his anxiety, but it was impossible for him to relax. Thinking about Jarrod and all they’d been through had re-ignited the anger he thought was carefully stuffed away. He imagined there was a perfectly rational explanation for all that had transpired, searching for a silver lining, but ultimately coming up empty.
Then he remembered Amerigo’s sage advice: The hardest steel passes through the hottest fire. He would need this simple truth to fortify his spirit, girding him for the battles that he knew lay ahead.



SIXTEEN


Galveston, Texas
13:30 HOURS
Travis Marlon could barely make out the ship’s heliport in the fading light of the overcast sky. As far as he could see, the clouds of Hurricane Hannah dominated Galveston Bay. The winds hadn’t yet picked up beyond a freshening breeze, the pending arrival of the hurricane still hours away. Travis presumed Hannah was the reason Alastair Holloway was so insistent that they immediately depart; he wanted no time wasted sailing his $100-million yacht out of Hannah’s destructive path.
Travis was thankful that his only responsibility on this flight was to deliver Holloway to the ship. Following this unexpected assignment, he would disembark and rejoin Kilmer’s team as they prepared for the Livermore mission. Travis enjoyed piloting the expensive aircraft Holloway kept at his disposal, but like everyone else, he had a strong aversion to the man. Holloway was not a man difficult to dislike; not only was he one of the world’s wealthiest people, he was also insufferable and cruel. He ground up staff like ice in a blender. Only those that could tolerate his caustic and obdurate behavior remained in his service. Most newcomers didn’t last even a month, and it was not uncommon to see them completely flustered following their first encounter with the quick-tempered egomaniac.
Holloway’s imperious style was even worse for business competitors who dared to challenge his authority. He was never content with merely beating an opponent; rather, it became his single-minded purpose to systematically destroy him. If by some chance a rival did prevail, Holloway would stop at nothing until they were financially ruined. Never was there a more vengeful person, even if it meant sending a “business associate” to arrange for their permanent disappearance.
Alastair Holloway was one of the most ruthless individuals Marlon had ever encountered, which was a startling sentiment on its own, having been a longtime associate of Richard Kilmer. He disliked being around the man any longer than necessary. The sooner I secure Holloway and depart, the safer I’ll feel.
Marlon flew toward the stately white yacht in the fading daylight. The magnificent ship was well lit and reflected a mirror image off the dead-calm water of the bay. The yellow thirty-eight-foot circular heliport was clearly identified as he approached the ship from the starboard side. The blaze-orange wind sock hung limp near the ship’s stern.
“Mr. Holloway, we’ll be landing in three minutes,” Marlon shouted over his shoulder, disturbing Holloway’s slumber as he was napping in the back of the spacious executive helicopter. “The bay’s calm…should be a smooth landing.”
“I know that, Travis,” Alastair Holloway replied. He didn’t open his eyes, but stirred uncomfortably from the interruption. “If I wanted an update, I’d ask,” he sneered, his biting response typical of what Marlon was used to.
“Yes, sir…sorry, sir,” Travis replied, realizing that apologizing was only inviting a tirade. He decided to circumvent his indiscretion by contacting the ship.
“ Jurassic…Dragonfly is on approach from your starboard at four knots. Do you have a visual?”
“Affirmative, Dragonfly, we have you on radar,” replied the ship’s first officer from the bridge of the yacht. Every crewmember understood that when Holloway arrived, it was analogous to sounding a battle station’s alarm. Captain Suarez assumed command on the bridge and everyone reported to duty, regardless of who was scheduled to work.
“We’re at anchor and the wind is light. Welcome aboard,” the first officer said in a convivial tone, masking the visceral contempt he had for the ship’s tempestuous owner.
“Thank you, Jurassic. Touching down in just a moment,” Marlon responded.
The Jurassic was a 100-foot Royal Denship luxury yacht that contained six full decks below the bridge. The ship could comfortably accommodate twenty passengers along with a crew of twenty-six. Holloway had completely retrofitted the ship in 2006, primarily to add a Jacuzzi for Angelina, and to install a state-of-the-art stabilizer to reduce motion sickness, which constantly plagued him.
Jurassic was capable of cruising at sixteen knots with a range of 7,000 nautical miles, and flew under the flag of the Cayman Islands. She was by far the most luxurious ship Captain Suarez had ever sailed. There were four staterooms among the several smaller bedrooms to accommodate guests, an incredibly opulent dining area, a dance floor, movie studio, exercise room, and several full bars conveniently located throughout the ship. Holloway’s stateroom was the largest and most lavish of any stateroom the captain had ever seen. It afforded an unobstructed view of the bow, second only to that which the officers enjoyed from the bridge.
Holloway’s routine never varied from the moment he landed. The ship steward delivered his luggage to the private stateroom that was only used by Angelina and himself. Following a few moments to freshen up, the captain would visit the stateroom to discuss the departure schedule and other pertinent information. Then the crew could relax as Holloway usually hunkered down in his stateroom. But given today’s early afternoon arrival, the chef had prepared an early dinner, which would be served as soon as Holloway was settled. This meant the galley staff would also be working later than usual, alert for any demands that might strike his fancy.
The Jurassic ’s chef had a galley ready to comfortably serve up to twenty guests in the yacht’s opulent dining room. A wine cellar offered vintages that would make the most discriminating connoisseur envious. Most of the galley staff, however, held a low opinion of the ship’s owner, believing it disgraceful that their talents were not better utilized. But Holloway considered entertaining a waste of money. He had no desire to indulge people he knew didn’t approve of how he had acquired his wealth.
Holloway had no family, other than his only daughter, Monica, whom he had purposely estranged years earlier. He believed Monica was just like her mother: a greedy, money-grubbing whore. He was still humiliated by his gullibility, believing his ex-wife’s hollow promise to love him apart from his considerable wealth. In the end it was clear she had seduced him with her physical charms, saddled him with an alimony payment, and given him a gluttonous, vacuous daughter to remind him of his stupidity. Following this experience, he pledged to never again trust a woman. As for Monica, his only connection to her was providing for her personal well-being in the form of monthly checks that supported an indulgent lifestyle. Otherwise, his only daughter was just a terrible disappointment in his shallow, self-absorbed existence.
Alastair Holloway was an overweight man of sixty-five. He was a squat, corpulent, balding man who was always in a bad mood. Bushy eyebrows overhung dark, beady eyes and a bulbous nose, giving him the appearance of Scrooge. He was slightly hunched, as if weighted by a heavy load, and had the temperament of a badger. He had amassed incredible wealth through a mixture of skill and foresight, but never could he draw enjoyment from anything, except making more money. He seemed incapable of relaxing, driven by an inexplicable force that never relented. He had no trusted friends, and apart from his mistress, Angelina, there was no one in his life. It was hard to imagine a more miserable and lonely existence.
Holloway was an industrial capitalist, cast from the same mold as many of the true pioneers of American industry. Capitalism was his passion and it consumed his every waking moment. His father, Aldus Holloway, was a farmer who cultivated corn and wheat on 2,000 acres of rich bottom-land near Tulsa, Oklahoma. On the farm, Alastair learned young in life the value of hard, backbreaking work, long hours that typically went from dawn to dusk, and the risk mentality that was the hallmark of farmers. Watching his family struggle to overcome droughts, declining commodity prices, bank foreclosures, and a myriad of other seemingly endless setbacks taught him the valuable lesson of personal responsibility. He also learned to be cautious of any livelihood dependent on weather.
It was widely believed that Alastair learned his devious ways from his mother, Theresa. Her temper was legendary, and she had no equal when it came to staving off unscrupulous bankers and bill collectors. There wasn’t a creditor in the region that hadn’t been tongue-lashed by Theresa Holloway for trying to collect a past-due bill. She could at times be cordial and beguiling if it served her interest, but could just as easily become a she-devil so vile that it kept everyone on guard. Theresa Holloway’s language could be so profane, in fact, that even men would sometimes blush during her protracted tirades.
Alastair Holloway made his fortune in the oil business at a time when wildcatting resulted in fortunes for a lucky few and drove the rest into bankruptcy. Following World War II, America began an unprecedented economic expansion that was fueled by cheap oil. Because the Holloways hailed from Oklahoma-rich in oil and gas deposits-there was ample exposure to the overnight fortune possible if an oil strike was rich enough to cover the drilling and exploration costs. Oil derricks sprang up like toadstools following a midsummer’s rain. Alastair decided that he wanted in on the action, and convinced his father to let him drill a few test wells to determine if their property had oil. To everyone’s amazement, Alastair hit a gusher on his third attempt, launching his career in the oil industry.
Like every successful capitalist before him, Holloway reinvested his windfall into bigger and better equipment. He quickly expanded to a dozen oil derricks, thereby increasing the odds of a strike the more often he sank a hole. His luck was better than most wildcatters, and his wealth skyrocketed like the oil gushing from his derricks. This was the beginning of his avarice. He became obsessed with growing his company and looked for ways to more quickly capitalize the unparalleled opportunity before him.
To raise money, he founded the Triton Energy Group, LLP with a handful of select private investors. He rounded up ten partners willing to commit $2 million each to the joint venture, and established himself as the company president and general partner. This allowed him unilateral authority to take large positions in the oil futures market and other high-risk investments that he believed were potentially lucrative.
Through Triton Energy, he gained a reputation as one of the savviest investors in the black-gold industry and learned how to manipulate oil futures. Because he could control when he would deliver his oil commodity to market, he took large positions at below market price, knowing he could deliver the actual crude oil at a point he controlled in the future. This allowed him to pay back the futures contracts with oil he was currently producing. In only a short time, Holloway doubled his investors’ money. He subsequently bought out his partners and took Triton Energy private, never again willing to share the profits he generated with anyone.
Under Holloway’s fearless leadership, Triton Energy was the first to pioneer many innovative techniques that revolutionized the oil exploration industry. Triton developed the first offshore drilling platforms that allowed oil recovery in the North Sea, known to contain up to twenty-five percent of the world’s available oil deposits. Triton made advancements in drilling technology, including the first diamond drill bits, and commissioned the first supertankers able to transport huge volumes of crude to satisfy the world’s insatiable oil appetite. Holloway proved time and again to be peerless when it came to innovation and the wherewithal to surmount any technological hurdle.
Unfortunately, among the many pioneering advances Holloway developed over the years, it was the tragedy on one of Triton’s floating oil platforms that would forever mar his accomplishments. In July of 1988, 176 Triton Energy employees perished when the Lankis offshore oil platform exploded from a gas leak in the North Sea. It was Holloway’s staunch belief that the very nature of an oil platform operation-the extraction of volatile substances under extreme pressure in a hostile environment-entailed risk where tragedies did sometimes occur. He believed he paid a premium to those willing to accept this inherent risk, which fully discharged any further obligations. The victims’ families were coaxed by personal injury attorneys to file a class-action suit against Triton Energy, but the resulting lawsuit was settled out of court for the paltry sum of $91,000 per claim. The media vilified Holloway for the trifling sum he agreed to pay, and the public was outraged. Even fellow oilmen expressed their disbelief at the callousness with which Holloway responded to the catastrophe.
But, ultimately, this indignation had no effect and the disaster slowly moved off the front page of leading national newspapers. Those closest to Holloway claimed that the loss of 176 employees had no effect on him whatsoever. Within days of the accident, he was back to his normal routine: ordering and belittling staff, setting unrealistic deadlines, generally being his crabby and temperamental self, and remaining heartlessly detached from the terrible grief he had caused the loving families of these loyal employees.
“Welcome aboard, Mr. Holloway,” said Eduardo Suarez, the captain of the Jurassic. “I trust you had a pleasant flight.”
“Yes, yes, everything’s fine, Eduardo,” Holloway responded, more agreeably than Suarez expected. “Is Angelina in my room?” he asked, rushing from the heliport toward the bridge of the yacht. “If not, tell her to get her skinny ass down there. And we’ll have dinner served while you give a report on the storm.”
“Right away, Mr. Holloway. We’re ready to depart as soon as Mr. Marlon disembarks.” He was speaking from behind, hurriedly trying to keep up with Holloway as he moved through the narrow passage off the bridge of the ship.
Holloway shook his head but continued walking. “Marlon… humph! Fucking prima donna pilots,” he muttered, under his breath, but still loud enough to be heard. “Why isn’t the boat standing by? I expected to be under way immediately. Must I really tell you everything?”
“The skiff is ready for Mr. Marlon, and I’ll be in your cabin in ten minutes. Miss Navarro is already waiting for you, sir,” Captain Suarez answered in staccato fashion, addressing each one of Holloway’s concerns. “The chef will send in your dinner as soon as we know your preference.”
“Well, see to it, then. I’m in no mood for delays.”
The captain watched Holloway disappear behind the elevator doors. The tyrant had arrived, so every crewmember needed to be at his best or risk the personal rebuke of Holloway’s displeasure. At times like this, being fired didn’t seem so terrible, even though the job was most enjoyable when Holloway wasn’t aboard.
The crew considered the Jurassic their home and they each took great pride in performing their duties. They sailed the world in the lap of luxury, staying close to wherever Holloway might fancy boarding his spacious multi-million-dollar yacht. But there was clearly no enjoyment whenever he was on board.
“Hello, Alastair. How was your flight?” Angelina Navarro asked as Holloway blasted into the spacious stateroom. “You look tired, honey. Is everything okay?” she cooed, rising from the sofa to greet him with a hug.
“Yes, yes, good to see you, Angel. You look lovely,” Holloway replied nonchalantly. Then he looked at her crossly, exasperated by what little she was wearing. “Please put on something more than just that negligee…you can see right through it. The captain will be here any moment.”
“Whatever you want, dear,” Angelina replied, pulling away from his cool embrace. She was grateful he didn’t seem to be in too bad a mood and hadn’t started yelling the moment he came through the door. She could usually soothe his temper, but was thankful that she didn’t have to immediately engage this repugnant chore.
Angelina Navarro was a strikingly beautiful woman. She was tall and slender at five-foot-eleven. She could have easily been a model had she not long ago entered the professional escort business in Los Angeles.
At the age of seventeen, Angelina moved to Los Angeles from Murfreesboro, Tennessee, with dreams of becoming the next Hollywood starlet. Just like many naive young women before her, she fell into the clutches of an unscrupulous promoter who promised that starring in a few porn movies would greatly improve her chance of discovery in the motion picture business.
Angelina had an eye-catching figure. She had a slender build with uncommonly large 38 DD breasts that were not implanted, like so many other porn stars’. Her long raven hair fell in gentle curls around her ivory shoulders, framing a beautiful face that was a combination of Cherokee Indian and Genovese descent. She had full, voluptuous lips and captivating dimples when she smiled, but her green eyes became her trademark. Angelina was known simply as Jade in the pornography industry.
After several hard-charging years in porn, Angelina finally realized that she would never shake the reputation of being a sex starlet to become a real movie star. She was encouraged by others in the profession to enter the lucrative business of high-class prostitution, and joined a renowned escort business that connected her with wealthy clients able to afford her $5,000-per-night services. It was in this capacity that she was first introduced to Alastair Holloway.
Even though she was warned early about Holloway’s extremely volatile temperament, she seemed to be one of the few people who could calm his edgy, highly explosive personality. She could also withstand his abusive behavior, remaining detached from his searing, inflammatory remarks. She tolerated Alastair’s boorish behavior, aware that she possessed a degree of power over him that few enjoyed, probably due to his infatuation with her physical beauty. She had no delusions about the permanence of their relationship; she could be summarily discarded with the same impulsiveness that drew her into his life.
But Angelina was also a pragmatist, realizing that at age thirty-three, she needed to leverage her income potential while her beauty still lasted. When she was invited by the aged billionaire to be his mistress, she didn’t hesitate to get off the street, choosing the pampered life of luxury for however long it would last.
This decision had served Angelina well. In the three years she had been his mistress, she had made a veritable fortune investing her compensation into Alastair’s business recommendations. Because of his concern for her well-being, Angelina had gained a rare respect-if not love-for her benefactor, which seemed to be mutual, although this familiarity did not completely insulate her from his acerbic personality.
“Mr. Holloway, is this a convenient time?” Captain Suarez asked while knocking gently on the mahogany door to the master stateroom. He stood patiently in the hallway, prepared to return later in case Holloway was indisposed with Miss Navarro.
“Come in, Eduardo,” Holloway replied. He never addressed the captain by his formal title; to do so would acknowledge the man’s stature above that of his own on the ship. Even though Holloway understood the captain had absolute authority to direct staff and define operational priorities, he could never allow anyone to feel superior to him in his presence.
“Where’s my dinner?” he snapped as the captain entered the room.
“It will be delivered directly,” Captain Suarez replied, trying to stay as composed as possible. “The chef has prepared some fresh halibut at the request of Miss Navarro. He waited until you were settled to complete the preparation. No more than five minutes, I’m sure, sir.”
Holloway rounded on the captain in the center of the stateroom, a look of contempt on his face. “Please tell me Marlon’s off the ship and we’re presently underway. It appears we’re still anchored. This isn’t your boat…I suppose you’ll pay for the damages to my ship if we get caught in the hurricane,” he mocked, trying to bait the man into a verbal confrontation.
“As you correctly surmise, Mr. Marlon has just disembarked. We were at anchor when you landed, but are presently making about five knots. The engines were idling to be ready as soon as you arrived. We will, of course, sail throughout the evening and I expect to be off the coast of Florida early tomorrow morning. The current path of the hurricane is still heading toward Cancun. If this track holds, it will provide us a wide berth to escape any possible navigational difficulties. You can expect a very peaceful evening, sir,” Captain Suarez concluded, hoping he had addressed Holloway’s most likely concerns.
Holloway clapped his hands, but not to show appreciation. “You think you’re so clever, Eduardo. But don’t think for a moment I’m one bit impressed by someone finally meeting my meager expectations on this fucking boat. I wonder what the shit I was thinking when I bought it…it doesn’t produce one thin dime for the bottom line.”
“I’m sorry you feel that way, sir. The Jurassic is a beautiful ship.”
“Don’t start that with me, mister. You’re all fucking freeloaders. I suppose you’d love me to sell it, wouldn’t you? I imagine you dream of a new owner. Well, believe me, you won’t have to wait much longer,” Holloway fumed, upset with the captain for no apparent reason.
“Nothing could be further from the truth, sir,” the captain calmly replied. “None of our staff would want another owner,” he truthfully stated. “You’re hardly ever here…which means Jurassic is mostly ours to enjoy. Too bad you can’t see what a magnificent vessel she is, sir. There is none other quite like her.”
Captain Suarez knew he was on thin ice. It was not like him to be insubordinate, but someone needed to stand up to this ceaseless bullying. Besides, if he were fired, he could seek other employment where his wide breadth of talents would be far more appreciated. A position like his would be hard to come by, but he refused to be obsequious merely to give Holloway the satisfaction.
“Well, at least you’re honest about it, Eduardo…disrespectful, but honest. I know how you all feel about me, and the luxury you enjoy at my expense.”
Alastair turned his back on the captain, ending the discussion. “I expect to be notified the minute anything changes with this storm, understand? Now get out…take us to Florida,” he groused, perturbed by the way Eduardo had calmly put him in his place. He hated the man standing before him, dressed in his white uniform, the gold epaulets shouting dignified authority. He decided to fire him as soon as his $100-million investment was out of harm’s way.
“You can count on it, sir. I wish you and Miss Navarro a good evening. I will remain at your disposal should you need anything from our staff,” he stated with a modest bow from the waist, backing toward the door without turning his back on his employer.
Captain Suarez sensed that this would surely be the last time he would skipper the beautiful Jurassic. So be it, he thought, as he gently closed the door behind him.



SEVENTEEN


Bernalillo, New Mexico
Sarah Marshall stared out the picture window of her expansive, tan-colored adobe home. A sudden movement caught her attention. A roadrunner darted a zigzag path across the shallow ravine near her backyard, closely pursued by a coyote desperately trying to run the bird down. She broke a thin smile and thought: Beep, beep. The hapless young coyote hadn’t yet learned he was outmatched in the roadrunner’s native sagebrush habitat.
Sarah took pleasure in the view from her home. She could see the southern end of the Sandia Mountains that dominated the small town of Placitas, just north of Albuquerque. The traditional Southwest adobe home sat high in the foothills overlooking the Rio Grande Valley below. The view from Placitas was especially alluring at night with thousands of lights shimmering in the desert air. She and Ryan had fallen in love with this area of New Mexico, rejecting the more metropolitan lifestyle of Albuquerque, where they were both raised. Placitas offered the perfect combination of open space and quiet solitude, which Sarah craved, and a close proximity to family and friends-Albuquerque was only thirty-five minutes away.
Placitas was also close to the town of Bernalillo, the headquarters of Levitation Solutions, Inc. Sarah enjoyed the flexibility of working mostly from home, able to manage her administrative responsibilities with only occasional trips to the office. Although she was technically the office manager, her duties didn’t require her to be at the site every day, as the men generally came and went unfettered by her supervision.
LSI headquarters was mostly a big construction yard sitting on thirty acres.
It was large enough to store all the equipment needed for any construction project, with several large steel buildings to handle servicing and repairs. LSI could fabricate just about anything, and because Ryan didn’t believe in throwing anything away, most of the property looked like a gigantic junkyard.
In the twenty-three years the Marshalls had been in business, LSI had completed an impressive portfolio of construction projects, ranging from major dams and bridges, to complex salvage operations. LSI had been dispatched to both the Oklahoma City bombing and the World Trade Center tragedy, in the aftermath of these monstrous events. Sarah was especially proud that the Office of Emergency Services routinely dispatched LSI to major earthquake disasters, working closely with urban search-and-rescue personnel to remove fallen debris from trapped victims. LSI had even received special commendation from OES during the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake that nearly leveled San Francisco.
Those were indeed bittersweet days: She and Ryan were happily married, their flourishing business was gaining renown, and their spirituality sustained them through the grief of losing their son Jacob to muscular dystrophy. Looking back at that time in her life, Sarah often wondered whether she could ever again be that content.
The office phone interrupted her melancholy mood. “LSI, this is Sarah,” she answered, more cheerfully than she felt.
“Sarah Marshall, this is Detective Raymond Westbrook from the Bernalillo County Sheriff’s Office. I’m sorry to bother you, but we have a developing situation,” he said authoritatively.
“Oh, my God…has something happened? Has there been an accident?” Sarah asked, afraid that it might involve her parents or one of the LSI workmen.
“No, no nothing like that, Mrs. Marshall. But your husband is missing, and I’m hoping you can provide information on his whereabouts. Have you heard from him today?”
“No, I haven’t heard from Ryan in over a week. My ex — husband is presently running a job near Taos,” she replied, baffled why Ryan would be missing. Damn him, she thought, but then quickly felt bad, hoping nothing really dreadful had happened.
“Yes ma’am, I’m aware of his job location. I was sent to Taos this morning to bring him in for questioning. Unfortunately, he resisted arrest, which has made his problems much worse,” Detective Westbrook stated, still exasperated from his first contact with Ryan Marshall. He knew his colleagues would have a field day when word spread about how he was manhandled by LSI’s workmen.
“He resisted arrest?” Sarah asked forcefully. “What’s he wanted for?”
“I can explain everything, Mrs. Marshall, but I’ll need to pay you a visit. Would it be convenient to visit you later this afternoon? I need your input on a case we’re investigating in California that involves Ryan’s cousin, Dr. Jarrod Conrad. Do you know him?”
“Oh, good Lord. What have those two idiots done now?” she groaned, the disgust in her voice reverberating through the phone. “Yes, I know all about Jarrod, more than anyone ever should. The two of them together are infantile. They have an insane rivalry that never ends. What would you like me to do, Detective?”
“Well, believe me…I may have a sense of the troubles between them, Mrs. Marshall. I’ll need to take your statement. How late will you be at the office?”
“I’m not in the office today, Detective. I’m working at home. You’re welcome to visit me in Placitas, if that’s more convenient. I’m at 65 Pinon Lane.”
“Yes, ma’am, that will be perfect. I know where that is. I apologize again for the interruption. See you later today, ma’am. Goodbye.”
“Goodbye, Detective.”
Sarah switched off the cordless phone and frowned. Ryan or the foreman usually called about any complications or personnel problems that arose on the job. She was also frosted that Ryan and Jarrod had once again intruded in her life. She checked her voicemail, entered the pass code, and found that she had two messages.
She listened to the first message recorded nearly an hour before and remembered having briefly gone outside, just missing the call. “Mrs. Marshall, this is Corky Chalmers up at the gorge. Say…could you give me a call on my cell phone as soon as you get this message? We have a problem and Mr. Marshall asked that I call to explain. My cell number is 505-255-6750. Please call me as soon as possible. Thanks.” The fact that Corky at least had tried to reach her made her feel slightly less exasperated.
Sarah then played the second message recorded just moments before. “Mrs. Marshall, this is Corky Chalmers again. It’s pretty important that I speak to you as soon as you get this message. Mr. Marshall gave me specific instructions to call about an incident that occurred here at the job site earlier today. Please call my cell. Thanks, Mrs. Marshall.”
Now Sarah grew more concerned than she was irritated. What could possibly cause Ryan to leave a job site? He would never do this under normal circumstances. Something has really come undone.
Sarah decided to call Corky before trying to reach Ryan. She keyed the number. He answered on the second ring.
“Hello, Mrs. Marshall,” Corky answered, recognizing her number. “I appreciate you calling back.”
“Corky, a Detective Westbrook called here a few minutes ago and is coming over to see me later today…it’s something about Ryan and his cousin. What’s going on?”
“Shoot. I’m so sorry, Mrs. Marshall. Ryan’s gonna kill me. He wanted me to call before Detective Westbrook contacted you. What did you tell him?”
“Well, I didn’t tell him anything, Corky, because I don’t know anything. Why don’t you tell me what’s happened and let me figure out what I will and won’t tell the detective?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Corky described everything that had taken place at the job site from the beginning of the day. He held nothing back.
“I’m telling you, Mrs. Marshall…it was the most bizarre thing I’ve ever seen. It was like he was possessed. But the last thing he told me was to make sure you didn’t say anything to the cops before he had a chance to figure this out. I can’t tell you any more than that,” Corky said, trying to remember if he had left anything out.
“Thanks, Corky. Don’t worry about Ryan. He’s a big boy; he knows what he’s doing and the problems he’s creating. Unfortunately, I’ve seen this behavior before. I’ll deal with it from here on. Capisce?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Now, has the detective filed any charges for holding him while Ryan escaped?” She was furious that Ryan allowed his men to break the law for him. This macho bull has got to stop, she thought.
“We haven’t been charged with anything yet, ma’am, but Westbrook was madder ’n a sidewinder when he left. It won’t surprise me if he rounds up the whole crew,” he replied, sounding contrite. At the time, detaining Westbrook didn’t seem that bad an idea, but now their actions were really hard to fathom.
“Let’s keep it that way… I want to know the second anyone gets served because of this little charade. Promise me, Corky?”
“Yes, ma’am, you have my word. I’ll be in touch the minute anything changes.”
Sarah ended the call and immediately placed another to Ryan’s cell phone. She honestly couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Did he really plan to confront Jarrod in California? He’s even crazier than before, she thought. Whatever was on his mind, she refused to be drawn into yet another unseemly encounter between those two, and she intended to make that point perfectly clear.
“Ryan, this is Sarah. I would appreciate a return call. I was contacted by Detective Westbrook this morning. We need to talk,” she said curtly, ending the call.
She walked into her office to make a few notes, hoping he would promptly call back. Trying to organize her thoughts, she began to list the questions she wanted answered. She made a note to call Kerwin for advice on how they should prepare for the crew’s inevitable legal citations. Kerwin was an excellent corporate attorney, but she was certain this debacle would try the limits of his expertise.
Sarah sat at her desk, nervously twirling a pencil, trying to think of anything she could do to ameliorate the matter at hand. While she still cared for Ryan, his aberrant behavior had put an impenetrable wall between them. Even though they still had Jeremiah and LSI in common, Ryan’s obsession with his cousin made any intimacy impossible. Her overriding feelings were a mixture of anger and humiliation; she despised having to address legal questions about her exhusband’s behavior. Shame on him, she thought.
Sarah tried to control her vengeful thoughts, but she couldn’t keep from remembering the hurt and humiliation she had suffered from Ryan’s affair. Granted, Ryan had probably been drugged, but he should never have allowed himself to be put in that dubious situation in the first place. And there would never be an acceptable explanation for why Jarrod would create such havoc in their lives. Recalling the shock she’d experienced from first viewing those horribly graphic pictures still made her feel nauseous. Sarah restrained herself from hurling a paperweight through the office window. I’ll never forgive either one of them.
Thankfully, the phone interrupted her recollection. “This better be you, Ryan,” she said, answering the phone.
“Well, your intuition is correct, Sarah,” Ryan replied, sensing there was going to be an argument. “I’m really sorry to bother you.”
“Oh, really, Ryan? Don’t you dare patronize me, you son-of-a-bitch,” Sarah replied, uncharacteristically cursing even while trying to control her temper.
“Where are you?” she demanded. “Do you realize the trouble you’ve caused? How can you be so selfish?”
“You have every right to be angry,” Ryan started. “I can’t tell you where I am, but if you’ll give me a few minutes to explain…I think you’ll understand.”
“I’m listening, but make it quick. Detective Westbrook is on his way over.”
“That’s exactly why I called, Sarah. Corky tells me he explained what happened up at the gorge. Listen…we both know that Jarrod’s capable of anything. I can’t let them arrest me for something I didn’t do…something else Jarrod has obviously set up. You of all people should understand to what length he’ll go to hurt me. This is another one of his elaborate schemes, Sarah. He’s taken away my family and now he wants to strip me of my freedom. I will not be drawn into his web.”
“Jarrod is right Ryan…you are a moron,” she bellowed, knowing that her words would land a terrible blow. “Don’t you see he is drawing you into his web? You’re such a fool. How could you fall for another one of his fiendish tricks?”
“Sarah! Listen to me,” Ryan shot back. “I don’t expect you to understand why I have to find Jarrod…it’s between him and me. But please don’t underestimate him for a second. He vandalized our crane, Sarah. I know it as surely as I believe in God. It could have killed a bunch of our guys. And as if that weren’t enough, he’s accused me of breaking into his lab. Please! This has all the earmarks of his handiwork. Come on…you know it’s the truth.”
There was a pause. Sarah listened for a moment until she was sure he was through. “Honestly, Ryan, I don’t think the two events have anything to do with one another. You have such irrational hatred for Jarrod that you see boogiemen behind every shadow and imagine he has something to do with it. You need help. Please…turn yourself in before someone gets hurt. Think about what you’re doing. Jail lies at the end of this path,” she pleaded.
“Sarah, I have no intention of turning myself in. I don’t trust Jarrod, but I do respect his intelligence. He’s planted evidence proving that I was in his office. If they catch me before I can prove my innocence, I’m history. My only chance is to get to him before the police catch me. He’s never been able to hide what he’s up to from me. It’s part of the sick pleasure he gets from hurting me…he’ll give it up, I promise you.”
“So, what if he doesn’t?” Sarah asked, bewildered. “Are you going to beat him up, too, just like the old days?”
“That’s unfair, Sarah. I was hoping we could be civil,” Ryan replied, hurt that she still thought so little of his character. “I haven’t figured out what to do, but I promise I won’t get physical. Give me a little credit, will you?”
She didn’t answer.
“Whatever happens when I catch up with Jarrod, I need you to consider what you tell Westbrook,” he continued. “Please, try to understand my point of view, Sarah. I’m not asking you to lie; just don’t give him any more than necessary. Can you do that for me?”
Sarah drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Ryan, I’m so tired of the endless drama between you and Jarrod. I don’t have the energy for this any longer. Just tell me what you want me to do,” she said wearily.
“Tell the detective exactly what Corky told you…nothing more. Don’t embellish anything. If he asks why I would resist arrest and where I might be headed, simply tell him we’ve been divorced for five years and you no longer understand my thinking. But whatever you tell him, please don’t let on we spoke, okay?”
“Oh, right…don’t lie, just fudge the truth. How should I answer when he asks whether I’ve had any contact with you? How should I answer when he asks if I can think of any reason why you might run? What you’re asking is not to reveal your hatred of Jarrod…isn’t that the real truth, Ryan?”
“Sarah, you’re right…as usual. You’ve always known me better than I know myself; most times you knew what I was planning before I did. That’s a touchstone in our relationship that will never change,” he said affectionately.
Ryan knew it was unfair to expect Sarah to do anything but tell the truth; it was not in her nature to do otherwise. He never felt so totally alone in all his life.
“Hellfire,” he said. “Tell the detective everything: that Jarrod and I have a rocky history; that he was the cause of our divorce; that you spoke to me this morning; that you believe I’m on my way to California to confront him. Tell him the whole truth, Sarah. Then please…pray that I somehow survive this. I love you, Sarah. Thanks for helping me think this through. Goodbye,” he said, abruptly ending the call.
“Ryan…Ryan, wait…don’t go,” Sarah hastily pleaded. “Ryan,” she repeated, realizing that he had already gone.
Sarah was astonished. She stood in the center of the office, frozen, holding the phone. It seemed like reality was momentarily suspended. She could feel Ryan’s conflict and understood the raging internal battle he waged. She felt a glimmer of hope that maybe for the first time Ryan was beginning to realize how his resentments had handicapped his emotional health. Her heart ached for him, aware of the struggles she knew he endured, and realizing that forgiveness could free his tormented mind.
She prayed for his safety, and that his meeting with Jarrod would end their longstanding, bitter rivalry. God, please keep Ryan safe. Give him wisdom; guide his path. Protect both Ryan and Jarrod as they come face-to-face. Fill them with forgiveness.
As Sarah prayed, she was struck by a thunderbolt of insight. How could she have failed to recognize her own inability to forgive? She expected Ryan to absolve years of antipathy toward Jarrod, and yet she remained steadfast in her refusal to forgive his infidelity. Why had she been unable to recognize this before now? She stopped to embrace this feeling, bowing her head in shame, asking God to forgive her own weakness. Please, God, help each of us survive this new trial and grow in Your wisdom and will for our lives.
With that comforting thought, she knew she would be ready for her meeting with Detective Westbrook, hoping for the best possible outcome, relying on her unshakable belief that truth and honesty would win out in the end.



EIGHTEEN


Bernalillo, New Mexico
16:30 HOURS
Sarah Marshall couldn’t calm herself down. It was difficult to concentrate following her conversation with Ryan; a thousand different thoughts competed for her attention. She felt remorseful and ashamed. Her mind was still reeling from the profound realization that she had become just as unforgiving as her ex-husband. She paced the house, at a loss for how to respond. Give me strength, she prayed.
Sarah made lists whenever she was feeling out of control. Task lists helped to calm her nerves when she could see the details prioritized. Her biggest worry was meeting Detective Westbrook, but she had several hours before he arrived. In the meantime, there were several calls to make. She decided to call her sister, Sela, then Jeremiah, and finally her father. She frowned, knowing how disappointed each of them would be.
The list was complete: Forget about Westbrook, she thought. First call Sela then Jeremiah and then Pop. Stay in the present…don’t imagine the future. There must be a reason this is happening.
Sarah placed the first call to Sela but was unsuccessful in reaching her. Her luck didn’t improve with the call to her father. She left a brief message for both explaining that Ryan was on the run from the law and out to find Jarrod. She knew that both would return her call as soon as they got the message.
Finally, she steeled herself to call Jeremiah’s cell phone. She was relieved when he directly answered the phone.
“Hi, Mom,” he exclaimed. “What’s up? You don’t usually call this time of day.”
“I’m fine, sweetheart, but your father’s in trouble. Has he contacted you?”
“Trouble? What kind of trouble? Is he hurt?” he asked, blurring his words together, fearing his dad might have been in an accident.
“Take it easy, Jer. Your father’s all right. He and his cousin had another blowup. He’s left the Rio Grande job, presumably to confront Jarrod,” she said, and explained to her only child the details of the story.
“Oh, that’s just great,” Jeremiah exclaimed. “What’s he planning to do when he catches up with him?” he asked rhetorically, realizing there was no way to predict what his dad would do when it came to Jarrod.
“God only knows what he’s thinking,” Sarah replied. “We both know that when it comes to Jarrod, there isn’t a rational thought to be had. But what concerns me most is that your father’s running from the law. There will be a criminal consequence, I’m afraid.”
“I’m coming home,” Jer suddenly said. “I’m caught up on all my work; I won’t be able to concentrate anyway.”
“You’ll do no such thing, mister,” Sarah admonished. “Now who’s not thinking straight? There’s nothing you can do here, honey. I need you to be strong; that includes staying in school while we work this out.”
“Mom, listen to me. I’m already on my way. I’ll see you first thing in the morning.”
“Don’t you dare.”
“This is too important to stay on the sideline like an obedient schoolboy. This affects me, too. If Dad goes to prison, God forbid… who’ll run the company? Maybe I can talk some sense into his thick skull.”
“Jeremiah John Marshall, if you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay in Roswell,” she cautioned. “I can handle the business, and this whole thing could be resolved if your father would just stop his irresponsible behavior.”
“Mom, listen. You can ground me, strip my allowance, and take my car-all the things you and Dad do whenever I’m rebellious. But I’m coming home. It’s time for another man in this family to talk some sense into these guys. See you tomorrow…and don’t worry!” he said, disconnecting the call.
Sarah was infuriated. The call had not gone at all like she expected. This was turning out to be one of the worst days of her life. For not the first time, she had the disquieting feeling that her son had inherited some of his father’s impulsiveness. She was so mad she wanted to scream. Damnit! I could just strangle Ryan.
Sarah knew she had to get a grip on her emotions. There was no sense worrying about things beyond her control. But her latest family problems would require a leap of faith greater than she had ever taken.
Please, God, keep my family safe. Give me the fortitude to face this challenge.



NINETEEN


Cheyenne, Wyoming
17:00 HOURS
Ryan Marshall continued to drive north from Denver, along Highway 70 toward Cheyenne, Wyoming. From there, he intersected Highway 80, which would lead to San Francisco across Utah and Nevada. He estimated the thousand-mile trip would take a minimum of twenty hours, but knew he’d need rest and food somewhere along the way. Without much delay, he figured to arrive in Palo Alto by late morning the following day, and would then search out Jarrod. He had plenty of time to formulate a plan along the way, but at the moment, 450 miles of barren desert lay directly ahead.
The monotony of the drive was overwhelmingly boring. No matter how much Ryan resisted, his dominant thoughts returned to Sarah and their life together, raising the boys. There were so many happy memories: NASCAR races, Disneyland, Dallas Cowboy games, fishing trips, and campouts. Even though it was logistically difficult to travel with a handicapped child, they had all become exceptionally resourceful. Ryan resolved early that there would never be a place that Jacob could not go. He designed a nine-passenger van with a motorized lift to accommodate his power chair, and carried a portable ramp that was used to easily traverse curbs, steps, and other impassible access points. The Marshalls were determined that Jacob would lead as normal a life as possible.
This commitment to assure that Jacob attended every function also created unintended problems. As Ryan was passing through Winnemucca, he revisited the memory of losing Jake in the Pecos wilderness one fateful day on a family outing. It was humbling to recall the extraordinary events surrounding this experience, one of the most traumatic in his life as a father.
When Jacob and Jeremiah were just six years old, the family often visited the Pecos Wilderness to pick wild mushrooms, fish for trout, and hunt doves. Mostly they wanted to introduce the twins to the wonders of nature.
On this particular trip, the Marshalls were accompanied by close friends they had known since college, Roman and Sue Hammond. The Hammonds had always been close to the Marshalls and on several previous occasions they had enjoyed camping together, along with their two sons, Gavin and Grant. The two families got along well and the kids each developed a close friendship. They all arrived on a Friday evening to set up camp, planning to return home late Sunday, as was their custom.
Saturday morning began like most others. The men led Jer and Gavin to the Pecos River, where prized cutthroat trout were known to lurk. While Jacob enjoyed fishing when he could get close enough to the water, this particular hike was too difficult for anyone to carry him that distance, the muscular dystrophy that racked his body making it impractical. Jacob grumbled, but with some coaxing, he agreed to remain behind, relying on Ryan’s promise that they would not be gone long. Everyone planned to rendezvous by mid-morning for a trip to Pecos Valley, where the local folks flew radio-controlled planes. Jacob was excited by the prospect.
Jacob was extremely good-natured. He had long ago become accustomed to being left behind on outings that required extended physical exertion. With each passing month, the muscular dystrophy slowly drained precious strength from his frail body, prohibiting aggressive physical exertion. Ryan didn’t feel too badly leaving him behind, however, because Jake had his Tonka toys and his little dog, Minnie, to keep him company.
The fishing party returned from their expedition on schedule. The boys had each caught a fish and the men caught a limit between them-more than enough for a dinner of fresh mountain rainbow trout. The boys remained excited following the river trip, and quickly engaged in an imaginary game of stalking big game. The men likewise busied themselves stowing the fishing gear, straightening the camp, and preparing the trout for the evening dinner.
But Jacob and the wives were not in camp. The Hammonds’ Nissan was missing and Ryan assumed that the women had decided to visit town for some early sightseeing. Ryan knew that Jacob would be grumpy; he wouldn’t like being with two women and a toddler, but Sarah would never leave him alone in the campsite. No more than a half-hour passed, however, before Sarah and Sue returned with only Grant-Jacob and Minnie were not with them.
Panic set in as the adults took stock of the situation: Ryan insisted he’d told Sarah that he was leaving Jacob behind; Sarah was equally certain she misunderstood this when Jacob was not in camp after the men went fishing-she assumed that Ryan had changed his mind, taking him along after all.
The initial consensus was that Jacob might simply be hiding, playing a prank for having been left behind. With this in mind, a cursory search of the area developed with everyone loudly calling Jacob’s name. Neighboring campers were alerted and many eventually joined the search for the missing boy. When the initial search was unsuccessful, Ryan and Roman returned to the campsite to look for any clues about Jacob’s whereabouts.
Ryan remembered his shock following the first hour of Jacob’s disappearance. First he denied it was happening: He can’t be missing; he’s somewhere nearby. It wasn’t like Jacob to wander off because the muscular dystrophy made walking, even on flat ground, very difficult for him. Ryan was unprepared, however, for the level of anxiety that escalated with each passing hour. Imagining that he might lose his little boy was an agonizing blow.
As the second hour of his absence approached, with Sarah becoming increasingly distraught, Ryan agreed to contact the Sheriff’s Department. So began one of the most humiliating and helpless experiences of Ryan’s life: having to admit that he had lost his handicapped six-year-old son. Ryan shuddered from the thought, a pain stabbing his chest. He wondered how he could have been so careless, and what he could have done differently. He still felt terrible guilt when he recalled the incident.
Sergeant Jack Redman from the San Miguel County Sheriff’s Department was the responding officer to the 911 call. Because Redman was three-quarters Navajo Indian, Sheriff Harrison Alford thought it wise to assign him the search-and-rescue duties for the department. It had not been a bad decision; Sergeant Redman had assembled one of the most highly qualified SAR teams in New Mexico, widely recognized by EMS professionals as the premier rope rescue team in the state.
Redman in turn alerted Captain Tom McGuirk of the Pecos volunteer SAR team, who mobilized the squad to the Pecos Valley campsite at Soda Spring. Within an hour of receiving the 911 dispatch from the SO, Redman was on the scene as volunteers from the surrounding area began trickling into the campsite.
With the SAR team in place, it was approaching four hours since Ryan and Sarah first realized Jacob was missing. To make matters worse, a formation of clouds slowly moved over the area, threatening to bring rain by evening. The situation couldn’t have been bleaker. Ryan never could shake the shame he felt the day of Jacobs’s disappearance. He regretted the humiliation of answering questions about his appearance, habits, and what could have caused him to vanish. He still fought back the hopelessness he remembered from the experience. He would have given anything to have prevented the situation.
Jacob had been missing for over five hours when the volunteers from the San Miguel County Sheriff’s Department expanded the search. Ryan marveled at the practiced efficiency with which Sergeant Redman dispatched the SAR members. A tracking team followed Jacob from his last location near the campfire; a group was sent down to the river; a team on horseback was dispatched to cover the ridge above the river canyon. Finally, a motorcycle team was directed to scour the roads for any sign of the missing subject.
Each volunteer carried a picture of Jacob-a classic of him sitting in his wheelchair, wearing a red flannel shirt, coveralls, oversized boots, and a hard hat. Was it not for the wheelchair, his attire would have perfectly blended with any of Ryan’s workers. He had a euphoric look on his face-swelling with pride to be at work with his dad, his sheer enjoyment outstripping his inability to participate. Ryan was never without this picture. It was the quintessence of Jacob’s persona. He was so courageous, so humble, and so angelic that it begged the question why God could allow such a horrible condition. There was no justice in it.
It was near twilight when Ryan slipped away from the frenzy of the search. He was heartbroken and could no longer handle the strain. He told Roman he was going for a walk to collect his thoughts, but would return after a brief period of solitude.
As Ryan walked from the campsite, he could hear the faraway dissonance of motorcycles combing the forest for any sign of Jacob. He hadn’t walked more than a quarter-mile when he was overcome with grief. He broke down, his eyes welling with tears as he dropped to his knees, crumbling from the grief of losing his son. It was the worst feeling of his entire life.
Ryan begged God to safely return Jake, to give him one more chance-that it couldn’t yet be the time to take him away. He had always imagined that when the end drew near, they would all be together, holding Jacob close, giving him love as he was taken to heaven. He could not accept that this was going to be the end. His life just couldn’t end this way.
“Please, God,” Ryan cried out, “give me more time…let me care for him a little while longer. Please don’t take him from me now.”
For some incredible reason, Ryan was overcome by a reassuring calmness. There was a scant hour of daylight remaining. He needed to act. He couldn’t remain on his knees, hoping for a miracle. Something told him to drive the back road one last time. He never even considered ignoring the impulse.
Back at the campsite, Sarah rushed to him, grabbing his hand with tears streaking down her face, looking expectantly for answers. He explained his plan to drive the road one last time, thinking that maybe the searchers were not looking far enough.
He and Roman jumped into the truck and sped out of the campsite. They drove one mile straight up the hill following the dusty road as it switch-backed higher and higher up the mountain. At two miles, Roman questioned if it was possible for Jake to have made it this far. Ryan replied that no one had searched this road all the way to the top and that was where they were heading.
At three miles, the road became even steeper. It didn’t make much sense to proceed further, but still Ryan persisted, holding his resolve to drive to the top of the mountain.
At four miles from the campsite, the road split into two directions. The men jumped from the truck to see if they could find any tracks. There were small animal prints that looked like a dog. The discovery buoyed their spirits. Against incredible odds, the prints appeared to be from Jake’s little dog, Minnie. The tracks bore to the left and the men hurried to the truck to resume their search.
At just under the five-mile mark, as they approached the Pecos wilderness summit, Ryan beheld one of the most beautiful sights his eyes had ever seen. There, sitting by the side of the road in his dusty blue coat and red ball cap, was Jacob, Minnie by his side. Ryan jumped from the truck and raced toward him, lifting him up, embracing him, and saying: “Thank you, God. Thank you. Thank you for giving him back to me.”
Jacob replied, “Dad, you’re squeezing me too hard. How come you left me so long? Me and Minnie are pooped.”
It was the happiest moment of Ryan’s life. He forever believed that God answered his solitary prayer, allowing him more time with Jacob. There was no other way to explain how he magically appeared at the top of Pecos Mountain. He would never believe this was anything other than a miracle.
Ryan and Roman made a triumphant return to camp with Jacob. As he drove the last quarter-mile, he began blasting the horn to attract everyone’s attention. He came fishtailing to a stop in a cloud of dust, stepping from the truck with Jacob held high over his head for all to see. There arose a great shout from the nearly 100 searchers and campers that had joined in the search, each setting eyes on Jacob for the first time. Sarah broke down, sobbing as Ryan returned him to her waiting arms.
These were the bittersweet memories that fueled Ryan’s sorrow for losing Sarah’s love and loyalty. But this particular memory reminded him of the intercessory power and benevolence of God. He would always believe that God answered his prayers, granting him another ten years before finally taking Jake to heaven. In those ten years, Jacob became Ryan’s mentor, which he realized only after he had passed away. Throughout Ryan’s formative years, he had prayed for patience, courage, and wisdom. God answered this prayer by putting Jacob into his life. Ryan came to realize that these human qualities were not merely granted but had to be earned. Little did he know that by asking for these attributes, he would be presented with situations that required him to develop the characteristics of courage, patience, and wisdom.
There was no more courageous person than Jacob. He was embarrassed by his appearance, especially when he entered high school. By then his body was completely emaciated, twisted by scoliosis, and he could barely lift his arms. Yet he summoned the courage to ask a girl out on a date, suffering the indignity of her rejection. With incredible courage, he attended every school assembly, sitting as close to his classmates as possible. One could only imagine the courage it took to let people attend to him in the bathroom, with all the humiliation this entailed. Courage was a strong suit for Jacob, one that Ryan tried to emulate throughout his life.
Similarly, patience was an attribute that Ryan learned from Jacob. He could sit for hours without moving while watching Ryan’s construction crew erect a building or move heavy equipment. He recalled one particularly vivid memory on the job when Jacob stuck his wheelchair in the sand. No one recognized that he was stuck for an extended period of time. But rather than continue spinning his wheels, digging deeper into the ground, Jake remained calm, waiting for help. He was so calm, in fact, that he folded his hands across his chest and proceeded to take a nap. This provided a powerful metaphor for Ryan; many times he felt stuck, hopelessly spinning his wheels, when the most prudent decision was to sit patiently until help arrived.
The power Ryan sought through his mantra-the qualities of patience, courage, and wisdom-still eluded him. But he knew that he was much wiser from the sixteen years of care he gave Jacob. His constant hope was that this patience and wisdom would ameliorate the estrangement that had developed between Jeremiah and himself.
Ryan believed that Jeremiah never recovered from the loss of his twin brother. He was a normal, healthy boy and clearly received different treatment than his handicapped brother, but somehow this differentiation affected Jeremiah’s outlook on life. It wasn’t that he didn’t feel worthy of happiness, but he definitely had a survivor’s complex, feeling guilty about being born healthy while his twin brother had been stricken with an incurable disease. As Jeremiah grew older, the trauma of losing his brother resulted in low self-esteem, making it difficult to bond with other people. He had few friends, except for his mother, and preferred to be a loner.
When Ryan and Sarah separated, Jer naturally sided with his mother. Ryan couldn’t fault him for this. Jer never understood the cause of the divorce, only that it somehow involved Jarrod. But Jer was just as unforgiving as Sarah. This drove a deep wedge between them that Ryan did not know how to remedy. Jer remained emotionally distant and took no pride in being Ryan’s son, which was a source of bitter disappointment.
Ryan refused to admit that his relationship with Jer was on the same dysfunctional path he had experienced with his own mother. He had failed to resolve his contempt for his mother prior to her death. He was ashamed of this, and vowed never to let this degree of divisiveness into his life again. And yet he found himself in exactly the same predicament with his only surviving son.
What am I missing? What am I doing wrong? How can I change? These were the thoughts that haunted Ryan as he drove to California to confront Jarrod.



TWENTY


San Jose, California
Dr. Aldin Mills felt nauseous, and a sense of deja vu weighed upon him like a mighty Himalayan avalanche. His body language projected utter defeat: His shoulders slumped and a foreboding look creased his face. It was the third time he had carefully analyzed the Quantum equations. There was no mistaking something was still missing, and he expected Dallas Weaver would be furious. He couldn’t believe he had made the same mistake a second time. The data looked complete. The inventor of the antigravity machine had also proven these newly acquired equations. So why doesn’t the machine work? he wondered.
A year had passed since he was first contacted by Weaver to put together some revolutionary new machine. He had been given an unlimited budget to produce the antigravity device, which stood before him in the Bayshore warehouse. He had accomplished a great deal in the past year, working full-time at Oracle and long nights on the machine. It hadn’t been easy, as many of the parts needed custom fabrication, but ultimately he had completed a fully operational working model from the plans Weaver provided.
Mills was fretful, remembering the last time he’d faced this identical impasse while working on the project. Weaver had provided him the complete engineering package-from the magnetized generator housing, to specs on the gravitron microwave dish, even the method to power the unit and how to estimate the artificially generated gravitational field. Everything appeared to be in order. He should have been able to build this new device from the schematics on hand. Mills had had no idea about the source of the information, but recollected his earliest premonition that something essential was missing. His only recourse at the time was to begin construction and proceed until he hit a technical obstacle. In the meantime, he had decided to confirm that the information to build the world’s first antigravity machine was valid. Remembering that fateful decision, Mills also recalled ignoring a gnawing suspicion that it could come back to haunt him. He replayed that fateful conversation in his head, aware that Weaver and Richard Kilmer were anxious to receive confirmation on the data.
“Aldin, what’s up, buddy?” Weaver had asked.
“Hey, Big D. Call Kilmer. Tell him we’re ready to build the machine. There are minor problems to resolve, but I’m certain everything will shake out when we start construction. It’s a remarkable breakthrough, man. You won’t believe the simplicity of this thing.”
“Great news,” Weaver had replied. “What do you need from us?”
“I’ve pulled together a parts list. We’ll need some heavy-duty computer power to pull this off, and a warehouse to machine a bunch of parts you don’t just pull off the shelf. It isn’t going to be cheap. And I don’t have a clue where you’ll get the nuclear material. That’s up to you guys,” Mills had instructed.
“Okay, I’ll have Kilmer contact Holloway. Plan to set up shop at the Bayshore warehouse. Kilmer’s anticipating that. We don’t want anyone to get wind of what we’re building.”
“Got it.”
“So…you’re sure this thing’ll work, right?” Weaver had asked. “Trust me, you don’t want to promise something you can’t deliver. Holloway doesn’t take failure lightly. He’s very unforgiving.”
“Everything’s under control, buddy. Don’t worry. I can make this work. You can count on it.”
The call to Weaver had left him feeling very uncomfortable. What if I can’t make the device work? What am I missing?
Stop worrying, he had told himself. I’ll be famous when the world discovers I’ve built the first antigravity machine.
Even though he had previously assured Weaver that he had all the essential design plans, there ultimately was a missing set of equations necessary for operating the machine. The fallout from his over-zealousness was not taken kindly. He knew he’d dodged a bullet before, but to admit the unit was still non-operational a second time would be catastrophic. Aldin remembered again the last conversation with Weaver on the subject: “Don’t promise anything you can’t deliver. Holloway doesn’t take failure lightly. He’s very unforgiving.”
Aldin Mills couldn’t believe his oversight. He’d finally uncovered the necessity of another missing equation he knew was there. Unfortunately, this was not what he wanted to see. The inventor had hidden an interface program. The clues had been right in front of him the whole time. The hidden program provided the electrical sequencing for the nuclear core. Without this essential input, the machine was as good as scrap.
Stupid, he thought. In my eagerness to activate the world’s first antigravity machine, I overlooked that someone much more clever than me is behind the discovery. Of course the inventor would protect the final equations. What an imbecile! I’ve got to call Dallas and give him the news. There’s no other alternative.
Mills dialed Weaver’s cell phone.
“Aldin, how are you?” Weaver asked, answering his phone on the first ring.
“Not good, buddy,” Mills started. “We’ve got a serious problem. I can’t believe I overlooked it, but there’s still a missing piece in the Quantum equations. I’ve completed the structural connections, but there’s an interface program that somehow makes everything work. It channels the energy throughput to the core. The program must be hidden to stop anyone else from operating the machine. We’re dead without it, Dallas.”
“Well…you’re dead where you stand, my friend, and I’m probably in line right behind you. I’ll have to run this by Kilmer. He’ll decide what we tell Holloway. Are you certain there’s no way around it?”
“Unfortunately. I’ve looked at this from every angle…several times. I’ve completed the assembly and it’s obvious this last piece functions as the central nervous system of the entire unit. Only the designer can fix this problem. There’s no way to fabricate anything that will take its place,” Mills said dejectedly.
Weaver took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Man, you’ve really put us in a box, pal. I recommended you for this assignment specifically to avoid complications. It’s my ass on the line here,” Weaver stated, keeping his composure, but the irritation in his voice was unmistakable. “This is now the second time we’ve had to go back for additional information. Our timetable won’t allow another mistake.”
“I know…believe me, I feel like such a fool.”
“Well, there’s nothing to be gained from second-guessing the matter,” he continued. Boss is gonna rip a gut on this one. We’ll likely have to kidnap Conrad. Jesus what a cluster, he thought
“Listen…I know I’ve let you down, Dallas. I feel terrible.”
“I’ll do my best to cover this up, Al…but no more screw-ups.
I’ll say that the antigravity machine is operational, but our guy at Quantum held back a secret program we couldn’t have known about until the fabrication was completed. That’s essentially the truth, right?” Weaver asked, making sure they were both on the same page with their story. This would be dicey enough without giving mixed signals.
“That’s the truth, man,” Mills replied. “Hey, thanks, Dallas. I owe you, buddy. I’ll make this right from here out. Consider it done.”
“Well, just see that you do, Al, and you won’t owe me a thing,” he said, hoping he was finally right about Aldin Mills.
This screw-up would be difficult to explain. There was no way to predict how Holloway would react to the news that the equations they stole from the Quantum Building were still incomplete. Nor was it a forgone conclusion that the solution would be to force Conrad to make the machine work. This news could have drastic ramifications on Holloway’s master plan. It would be up to Kilmer to present the facts and see where it took them.
In the meantime, Weaver hoped he could keep Aldin Mills alive long enough to complete the Fort Knox operation. On further reflection, he hoped to keep himself alive, too.



TWENTY-ONE


Johns Hopkins University, Maryland
18:30 HOURS
Dr. Sela Coscarelli was in the middle of titrating expensive adenosine triphosphate when she received the call from her sister. Once starting the process, she couldn’t stop until each step to synthesizing this high-energy molecule was completed. Molecular biologists considered ATP the energy currency of all living organisms, storing the energy cells needed to function. It was present in the nucleoplasm of every cell, and responsible for a myriad of physiological functions, all requiring an energy source. Muscle cells typically used the greatest percentage of this cellular compound, by virtue of the physical activities muscles performed for the body. It was Sela’s goal to harness ATP for muscular dystrophy patients in need of this precious molecule.
With the titration finally in order, Sela had a few moments before reporting to her evening teaching lab, where her graduate students assembled to discuss the status of experiments they conducted under her guidance. As she walked to class, she listened to the message from her sister. Hearing the news that her ex-brother-in-law was on the run slowed her gait, a pensive look replacing her customary professorial demeanor.
Damn Ryan, she thought. What is it now?
Sela quickly made her way to the lab. She was happy to see that her eager-beaver teaching assistant, Jordan Blair, was already there. They spoke briefly, and Sela mentioned that she expected to be late for lecture, but to proceed with reviewing the work assignments before she returned. This detail handled, she dialed Sarah’s number.
“Hey, sis,” Sela said, when Sarah answered the phone.
“Oh, thank God it’s you,” Sarah replied. “I’m beyond my wits today,” she said, her voice tremulous from the emotional strain. “I can’t believe this is happening all over again. I’m really worried that Ryan will kill him this time.”
“Okay…okay, let’s calm down. Tell me what’s happened,” Sela ordered. She listened carefully, trying not to jump to any conclusions, as Sarah relayed the particulars of the latest altercation between Ryan and Jarrod.
Sela shook her head, quietly listening to news of the trouble brewing somewhere in California. Most disturbing was that Jeremiah had decided to leave school under the premise of coming home to help his mother. She shared Sarah’s concern that Jer did sometimes have tendencies resembling the irrational traits of his father. She always believed it was just a matter of time before he was caught up in his father’s dysfunction. It didn’t surprise her that Jer wanted to get involved; after all, he was old enough that simple placation would no longer suffice. Sela decided to address this problem head-on.
“Well, I wish I had an immediate solution,” she said, when Sarah finished describing the sordid details. “But from what I understand… there’s not much else you can do. When Westbrook arrives, just tell him everything you know, including your suspicion that Ryan’s on his way to find Jarrod. Beyond that, you shouldn’t get any more involved.”
Sela paused, but her sister didn’t comment. “Honestly, I think Jer leaving school is our biggest concern. We both know he can be as pig-headed as his father. I don’t think he’ll be easily dissuaded from getting into the middle of this mess. Actually, it may be best if he’s home to keep an eye on him. Left to his own resources, he might just decide to go after Ryan. Then where will we be?”
“You’re reading my mind, Sel…don’t think I haven’t considered that,” Sarah answered. “There was no way to convince him to stay in school. He was adamant about coming home under the pretence of helping me, which I appreciate, but I know it runs deeper than that. He and Ryan have been at odds ever since our divorce and I fret about their relationship. Jer has turned against his father, which I understand, but I worry about how this will affect his future relationships. They need to work through this hostility.”
“Well, frankly, that’s not our concern right now. When he gets home, I want him to call me.”
“I know, I know, you’re right, of course. But I just don’t think he’s going to listen to me or you…no matter how much sense we make. I could hear it in his voice. He’s reached a breaking point. I’m wondering if Pop could help. Couldn’t he put a tail on him or something?” Sarah asked, grabbing for anything hopeful.
“What…like getting the Secret Service involved?” Sela asked.
“Well, yeah. I guess…I mean…I don’t know. You’d think a senator could order some protection for his grandson, couldn’t he?” she naively asked.
“Geez…I don’t know, sis. I don’t think it’s quite that easy. We should call and ask, but expecting the Service to protect Jer from this stupidity is pretty far-fetched. Pop’s a powerful guy, but we can’t ask him to intercede unless there’s a direct threat to Jer. I’ll call him… you just stay focused there, and keep Jer at home. That’s the best we can do for now.”
“Thanks, Sel. I knew I could count on you.”
“Hey, what are big sisters for? Now I want you to promise to remain calm. We’ll get through this together…okay? Promise me.”
“Okay…I promise…I’ll try, Sel,” Sarah replied, hesitantly. “But calmness is the furthest thing from my mind. I just can’t believe that this madness keeps recurring in my life. Is it ever going to stop? I’m so mad, I could just scream,” she shouted.
“Sarah! Listen to me,” Sela demanded. “This isn’t your fault.. This is strictly between Ryan and Jarrod. Don’t buy into this crap.”
Sarah stifled her anger, trying to remain composed. “I know what you say is true, Sel, but I can’t turn off the damn dialogue in my head. It’s reviving the dreadful memory of that whore in New York. I thought I was over it…but this latest incident has reopened that old wound. It’s making me crazy!”
“Just calm down, little sister. Wait for Jer to arrive, and then you two hang tight until Dad or I call back. I love you, Sarah, ya hear?”
“Goodbye, Sela. I love you, too,” she said, ending the call, ready to embrace the peace of mind coaxed by her trusted sister.
Sarah idolized her sister; she had no peer equal to her standards. There was nothing Sela couldn’t do once she set her mind on something. She marched to her own beat, seemingly oblivious to the occasional good-natured ribbing for her sometimes peculiar behavior. Sela had the olive skin, dark hair, and full lips characteristic of Mediterranean women, and her tall, lithe figure made her exceptionally alluring. She was the most like her father, Senator Alfonse Coscarelli, and, given her extraordinary oratory skills, everyone assumed that she would one day enter politics, following in her father’s footsteps.
Politics held no interest for Sela, however. She had graduated from UCLA with a Ph. D. in cellular biology, fascinated with what she referred to as the “microscopic universe” within each living cell. She marveled at the elegant complexity of the DNA double helix, unraveled by Watson and Crick, but divined by the hand of God. She believed that a cellular biologist could correct any systemic disease with the biological blueprint in DNA, once the dysfunctional gene was identified. With the isolated gene, any specific physiological function could either be switched on or off, curing the disease at hand. It was in this field of cellular biology that Sela decided to devote her life’s work.
Dr. Coscarelli was currently conducting research at Johns Hopkins University on a host of genetic diseases that bore distinct similarities. Each of these maladies was the result of a defective gene located on one of the forty-eight human chromosomes. Each gene, in turn, was responsible for a specific function, which, if missing or hyperactive, produced the disease. Switching the gene on or off could restore the patient to health. It was really that simple.
Sela was presently working to design a transport mechanism to cure a host of genetic diseases. In each case, the abnormal gene and its associated enzyme deficiency had been discovered, but transmitting the correct gene sequence into each DNA strand for further cell replication was still a problem. It was not enough to understand that an enzyme like dystrophin, the gene prohibiting the repair of muscle fiber in patients with muscular dystrophy, was missing. To effect a cure, a transport method was needed to convey the corrective gene to each of the one billion muscle cells in the patient’s body.
With dystrophin missing from the MD patient’s muscle tissue, when a muscle fiber tore through normal growth processes, the patient’s body responded by adding inelastic connective tissue in place of healthy muscle fiber. Over time, severe contractures fully incapacitated the patient, ending with paralysis-like conditions. Once the patient was completely non-ambulatory, the disease accelerated until breathing was totally compromised and they became bed-ridden, helpless, and dependent on a respirator. MD patients mercifully succumbed to complications of the disease at a fairly early age, liberated from this totally lucid, vegetative state.
It was Sela’s idea to use a phage virus as a veritable Trojan Horse, delivering the missing dystrophin gene to the patient’s muscle cells. Phage viruses are responsible for the annual spread of influenza that affects millions of people during flu season. These replicant viruses insert a small portion of gene material into the host cell, which hijacks its normal function. At first, the viral genetic material remains dormant, allowing it to rapidly reproduce. But each time the infected host cell divides, duplicating its DNA, it also generates a perfect copy of the invasive viral DNA-an insidious but effective means for creating huge numbers of viruses from one infected cell. Through this characteristic, viruses could be used as mules to insert the missing gene into the patient’s vast network of cells. In this way, Sela hoped to unlock the mystery for delivering life-saving genetic material to patients suffering from a plethora of genetic diseases.
Sela was currently creating a specialized phage virus to transport the dystrophin-making gene into the muscle cells of MD patients, using their own cell system to cure the disease. Sela had a particular interest in the cure for muscular disorders because Duchenne muscular dystrophy had caused the early death of her nephew, Jacob. Like so many MD patients, Jacob died of complications from the disease, not directly from the disease itself. As the patient’s diaphragm and thoracic capacity became increasingly compromised, they would usually succumb to an upper respiratory condition, most commonly pneumonia. Ever since she witnessed firsthand the heartache her sister’s family suffered throughout the long battle Jacob waged against this merciless disease, she secretly pledged to discover a breakthrough cure.
Sarah Marshall kept her appointment with Detective Westbrook. As Ryan suspected, the detective asked questions about why he might break into his cousin’s lab, and if she knew his whereabouts. Sarah did not lie, but neither did she volunteer all the information at her disposal. Even though she refused to abet Ryan’s illegal actions, she felt she owed him the benefit of the doubt regarding his innocence.
Sarah knew better than anyone the demons Ryan battled because of Jarrod Conrad, and it seemed acceptable not to divulge more than the detective’s questions demanded. She did acknowledge that she suspected he was on his way to California to confront his cousin, but had no idea the route he would travel, or if in fact he was still in the area. All of this was strictly true.
Good luck Ryan, wherever you are. I hope you find the peace of mind you so desperately crave.



TWENTY-TWO


San Jose, California
22:00 HOURS
Richard Kilmer grabbed the rubber stress-ball he kept handy below his computer monitor and threw it forcefully across the room. It slammed against the opposite wall and skidded past his faithful dog, Kiwi-a Jack Russell terrier-who delightedly ran after the bouncing ball.
Kilmer shoved himself back from the desk and stared menacingly at the pad containing the notes he had just scribbled. The news from Dallas Weaver about the difficulty Aldin Mills encountered with the Quantum equations was not welcome. He could feel his blood pressure rising at the thought of calling Holloway, figuring the situation would send the man ballistic. Most troubling was that he had previously assured Holloway that Conrad’s equations were the last step to making the antigravity machine work. This was an even bigger problem now, because Holloway had insisted he not pay for the job until he was certain the device worked. Now Kilmer had to admit that his guarantee was premature.
Aside from this complication, Kilmer perceived several scenarios that could potentially complicate the upcoming missions. First, he had no time to redirect his attention to anything but the Livermore job. The simplest solution was to kidnap Dr. Jarrod Conrad and force him to operate the machine, but he couldn’t divert any of his present team to this assignment. There were other members available, but none with the forte for this type of problem. The only choice was Stuart Farley, but he was a wildcard: unpredictable, unmanageable, and bloodthirsty. Farley oftentimes created more problems than he solved; although his work on Marshall’s crane at Taos was done with remarkable efficiency. Farley had been irked that the crane hadn’t collapsed as planned, but he accomplished the end result: Marshall took the bait that his cousin was the perpetrator. But all things considered, Farley was much too unpredictable for anything beyond his specialty-murder by a wide variety of spectacular and stomach-turning means. Kilmer was reluctant to use him for anything else.
Second, if they did nab Conrad, there was the added difficulty of confining the professor until the device was ready to activate; and, once kidnapped, he could never be released. This new development couldn’t have come at a more inopportune time. The whole situation reeked of incompetence. This was exactly why he had asked Weaver to be absolutely certain the machine was functional before he contacted Holloway. Damn him, he thought.
He didn’t have any time to deal with this new situation. He knew he should contact Holloway, but the men would be meeting in less than two hours to study the Livermore job and he didn’t want the hangover from another ugly exchange. He decided to wait until later to contact Holloway.
At precisely 22:00 hours, just as Kilmer had stipulated, the team convened for the briefing on the Lawrence Livermore Lab mission. Each member arrived before the appointed hour, following the team maxim that arriving on time was considered fifteen minutes late by Kilmer. It was far better to be punctual than risk drawing certain reproach from the predictable Aussie.
The men gathered around the conference table, and began discussing the detailed satellite image displayed on the ten-foot-wide video screen in the meeting room. There were distinct white arrows that Dallas Weaver had superimposed on the aerial image, isolating different angles of the entrance, water tower, electrical substation, and containment building along the periphery of the screen. The men offered various opinions about how the initial breach would occur, several expressing doubts about the probability of success. Their mood was somber, most shaking their heads and agreeing that whichever course was taken would involve a lethal gun battle. Thor-Stark’s M24 sniper weapons system-loomed large in the men’s very survival.
“Hey, Dallas…you’ve probably figured the odds on surviving this bloodbath. What’s your best guess on Stark taking out the security team before we get slaughtered?” Rafie asked, directing his question more to the entire group, even though it was addressed to Weaver. “There are too many cover locations for these guys once the shooting starts.”
“How the hell should I know?” Weaver replied to Rafie, who everyone considered Kilmer’s equal when it came to planning covert operations. “You taught the Berets this stuff…why don’t you handicap the odds for us? I agree, it doesn’t look easy, but I’m sure boss has a plan.”
Kilmer was just entering the room and caught the last of the exchange between Weaver and Rafie. He was irritated by the grumbling that greeted him, noticing that Sully Metusack was the only one not already critiquing the operation before he laid it out. Kilmer knew it was obvious from looking at the aerial photo that the target was going to be difficult to breach, but he was prepared to address all their questions.
“G’day, mates. Righto…listen up,” Kilmer said, raising his arms and signaling the men to order. “Here’s the deal,” he began, pointing his laser light at the containment area in the southwest quadrant of the image.
“This is the Lawrence Livermore Lab containment buildin’. The lab has a fusion research program usin’ enriched nuclear fuel for testin’. Our mission is to nick twenty pounds of enriched plutonium, and return without a casualty. Once we’re on site, I guestimate fifteen minutes to pull the job after the first shot’s fired; any longer and we’ll square off with local cops. That’ll turn bloody. We roll t’morrow evening at 01:30 hours. It’s dicey, but the plan for this heist will keep yer balls intact.”
The men sat in perfect silence as they listened to Kilmer lay out the logistics of the mission. Most took notes as he proceeded to fully define the expected role of each team member.
“Starkovich, Metusack, and Krilenko are first in. Stark’ll deploy the M24 from this tower here,” he said, shining the laser light on the water tower at the east end of the Livermore complex. “Tooz will give Stark a leg up with ‘is sniper equipment; Ivan, yer the cover as they climb the tower. When Stark’s peachy, both Tooz and Ivan retreat to this mid-point location here,” he said, shining the laser on the screen. He highlighted a centrally located crossroads equidistant between the main entrance to the facility and what served as the back exit. “Yer to mow down security from this location; lethal force against any resistance.”
Kilmer shifted his attention to the next objective. “Nuzam and Ventura will blow the power substation, here,” he said, pointing the laser. The substation was presented on the screen from a couple of vantage points, which allowed Terry Ventura to estimate the correct amount of C4 explosive to use without causing unnecessary damage. He wasn’t called “Surgeon” for nothing.
“Rafie, ya tee up the back story,” Kilmer continued, “so scrounge anythin’ that fingers a terrorist group for the breach. Use the tower, substation, and containment center to give ‘er a whirl,” he said, highlighting each of these spots. “When our mates kill the lights, Colt’ll blast through the main gate and drive directly to the containment buildin’.”
Kilmer noticed that Rafie’s body language was anything but supportive. He looked doubtful, with his arms crossed, but slowly nodded his head.
“Stark, ya’ll be goin’ like a blue ass fly when the substation blows,” Kilmer continued, “but shoot the guards at the main gate first. Colt, when ya see the guards drop head for the main gate at ramming speed. Good oh?”
Colt nodded his understanding.
Kilmer switched focus again, magnifying the main entrance of the containment building on the video screen. “Terry, have a gander at this door here. We’ll need a Simtex shape charge. Good for us the containment room is bunkered thirty feet under ground, but we can’t chance damagin’ the elevator or, worse, releasin’ any radioactivity…so be spot on, pally.”
Terry nodded solemnly.
“Dallas, yer and me arrive ‘n hazmat suits. We blow the door and rush the containment room. The cargo elevator is directly back of the main door and will run us to the underground bunker; emergency backup power should keep the elevator operatin’. We locate this pushcart to ferry the cargo out the facility,” he said, highlighting a compact box that would contain the twenty pounds of enriched uranium. “Then we’re off like a bride’s nitie and meet back at Colt’s Humvee. This is a very tight op, but it should be no sweat.
“Stark, keep droppin’ the guards. Same goes for Rafie and Terry…as soon as ya blow the lights, fall back to the Humvee and provide cover fire. Ivan and Tooz, ya’ll wait for Dallas and me to bring the goods. Cover Stark ‘til he flees ‘is perch…then y’all beat it back to the Humvee. No playin’ possum. Like I said, we finish this dealo in less than fifteen minutes or we’re pinched. Short of that… were aces. Alrighty, let’s hear yer thoughts, mates,” he said, bracing for an onslaught of disagreement.
The men maintained their rapt attention. Rafie was shaking his head in disbelief and was the first to speak. “What’s the pay on this job, Boss; ’cause I’ll tell you…it ain’t nearly enough. Crazy fucking plan, if you want my honest opinion. I’ll create your diversion easy enough, but we’re gonna lose some guys. How do you justify a plan like this?” he asked, shrugging, palms turned up, looking for support from the group.
Kilmer looked hard at his second-in-command. A confrontation between the two had been brewing for some time. “Rafie, there’s no back hander comin’. It’s dangerous, sure; of all people, ya know this. If ya squib out, I’ll find someone else, but fat chance gettin’ ‘nother call if ya sit this one out,” he warned. “It’s a big job with a big risk… but if we stick to the plan, we’re good as gold.”
Weaver spoke next. “Tell me a little more about the containment area. I blow the door with Terry’s shape charge, then you and I enter the bunker below. How will we know what to take or when we’ve got the correct amount?”
“Good on ya, mate,” Kilmer replied. “Holloway promised the cargo will be stashed and ready to roll. We have and insider. All we do is locate this containment cart,” he said, pointing to a small pushcart that was isolated on the screen. “The booty’s sealed for transport. The package is lead-lined and heavy, but we’ll roll it right out the blummin’ door. Don’t ask how he arranged it; but trust me…its the full quid.”
“What’s the total number of men on the lab’s security detail?” Tommy Starkovich asked. “As soon as Terry and Rafie blow the lights, Thor will be busy with more than a dozen men.”
“Sorry, mate, that part of the recon’s a tad wonky,” Kilmer answered, rubbing his hands together. “We can expect a dozen guards on duty any given evenin’. Two bloats each are usually located at the main entrance and these two side exits” he said, pointing out the guard shacks that controlled access to the complex.
“More on our side’ll be the blackout when the lights blow. Ya’ll clock the backup lightin’ when they come on. Our night-vision gives us a big advantage. If Stark takes out the six guards at the gates and helps shoot out the emergency lightin’, I’m dead cert the rest of ya can handle the remainin’ security. Then it’s simply a matter of blowin’ the containment door, nicking the cargo, and haulin’ arse.”
“Usual getaway?” Colt Hamil asked, as the buzz in the room began to quiet down.
Kilmer sensed a change in sentiment. From the relaxed look on most of the men’s faces, their initial reticence seemed to be thawing. Other than Rafie, there seemed to be a consensus that the plan looked achievable.
“Ya got it, mate. Should be cake,” Kilmer replied. “When the lights blow, ya figure Stark’s takin’ out both guards, so ram the gate and drive directly to the containment buildin’. While Dallas and me are in the bunker, yer cover for the guys fallin’ back. When we’re all t’gether, drive out this side entrance to the rondo point on Bayshore Drive,” he said, pointing to the exit. “The Humvee will cozy into the back of the Peterbilt; then we split up and meet the next day. Only Colt, Dallas, and me stay with the cargo, the rest of ya’ll split.”
“You make it sound like we’re invading a Boy Scout camp,” Rafie piped up again, still annoyed from Kilmer’s earlier rebuff. “There’s a flaw in your plan, Richard. You don’t know the extent of the counterforce we’ll be facing, the amount of firepower they have, or the location of possible reinforcements. You’re rushing the team into a terribly deadly situation. We need more time to study the security detail,” he said, hoping to slow the growing support.
“Rafie, I admit the plan ain’t aces,” Kilmer replied. “But we’ll catch the mob off guard. Our firepower, night-vision, and the compressed timeline put the odds in our favor. I agree…more recon would be peachy, but we don’t have time. We go with the new moon t’morrow as planned. If there’s no more questions, I’d like to know if any other piker wants out o’ the op.”
“Hold on there, Boss,” Rafie said, irritably. “I didn’t say I was out. And I’ll come up with your diversion. But for the record…this one stinks. Watch your backs, boys.”
While there was still some grumbling from Terry Ventura and Tommy Starkovich, the balance of the men seemed reasonably confident the mission presented no more uncertainty than any others in which they had engaged. Sully Metusack was always in a good mood, no matter the mission he was offered. Likewise, Ivan Krilenko was stoic throughout the briefing, nodding approval of his assignment and the overall plan. It didn’t look like Colt or Weaver had anything further to add to the discussion, so it appeared Kilmer had his team to tackle the Lawrence Livermore job.
“Good oh, mates, glad to have ya on board. We gear up t’morrow 21:00 to walk through the plan one last time,” Kilmer concluded.
Most of the team members shuffled slowly to their feet, some lingering to discuss the plan more informally, and Weaver stayed long enough to shut down the video equipment. Rafie was the only one that remained convinced the plan had serious flaws, but was unsuccessful in galvanizing resistance. To his credit, he didn’t make a big fuss expressing his discontent, realizing there was no merit in pushing his lone dissent. He quietly gathered his notebook and retreated from the conference room without further comment.
Kilmer had to admit that Rafie was dead-on accurate. The lack of specificity about the security detail and the inordinate cover positions the lab provided was indeed problematic. He appreciated that Rafie hadn’t pressed the point. Kilmer knew he should apologize for taking him to task in front of the men.
Regardless, Kilmer was supremely confident that the plan he designed would yield the results that Holloway demanded. It wasn’t prudent tactical planning to attain an objective that induced disproportionate casualties. In this case, however, the loss of a critical team member, or two, was an acceptable risk given the complexity of the mission and the expected payoff. He hoped like hell there were no more than a dozen guards at the lab or the causalities were likely to dramatically rise. His pulse quickened at the thought of the approaching mission. He realized his life, too, was very much on the line.



TWENTY-THREE


Washington, D.C.
Sela Coscarelli checked the time on her cell phone and frowned. It was getting late and she figured that her father was most likely still at a dinner, being schmoozed by constituents or lobbyists, or had already left the senate office for his Georgetown apartment. She knew he hated cell phones and it wasn’t likely he had it with him, so she decided to call his chief of staff, Benjamin Dare. He’d know her father’s whereabouts and could get him a message to call her immediately. She dialed Ben’s number and waited for the call to connect as she walked to her office.
“Dr. Coscarelli, it’s so nice to hear from you. What can I do for you?” Ben answered pleasantly.
“Hello, Ben. Good to hear your voice, too. I’m hoping you know where my father is. Please tell me he’s not in a late committee meeting. It’s important I speak to him…immediately,” she said, pausing, letting her last word hang to magnify the sense of urgency.
“Well, it’s your lucky night, Sela. The senator just returned from dinner. He’s still in the Hart building. Shall I have him call this number?”
“No, Ben, have him call my office number. He’s got all my contact information at his desk. I’ll be waiting.”
“Okay, stand by. We’ll get you two together. I hope everything’s all right. Take care, Sela,” Ben said, ending the call. Whatever was bothering Dr. Coscarelli, he knew it was important. He had never known her to be given to drama or affectation. Her expression of urgency was sure to draw the senator’s attention. He went right into the senator’s office to brief him on the call.
“Senator, pardon the interruption,” he said, barging into the ornately decorated office of one of the most powerful political figures in the United States Senate. Alfonse Coscarelli did not look kindly on interruptions to his carefully managed schedule. Ben Dare was one of few staff members that could barge in uninvited, but he chose his times carefully. He knew this interruption would not be questioned.
“I just received an urgent call from your daughter Sela. She would like you to call her office immediately, Senator.”
“Is that what she said, Ben…‘immediately’?” Senator Coscarelli questioned.
“Yes, sir,” Ben replied. “She sounded agitated, but I didn’t press for details. We can go over your committee agenda later. I’ll make sure you’re not interrupted. Take your time, sir.”
“Thank you, Ben,” Alfonse replied, quickening to the request from his oldest daughter.
“Sela, this is Dad,” he said briskly.
“Oh, hi, Pop. I’m so sorry to bother you,” she said, brushing past their usual pleasantries. “It’s Sarah. She’s got more family problems. Ryan’s on the run from the law and Jeremiah’s left school.” She told her father the entire story then added, “I know Sarah would like a call from you. She has questions about getting Secret Service involved. She sounded a bit…frazzled, so I offered to call you first.”
“Damn it, I can’t tell you how disappointed I am to hear that Jeremiah’s left school. But what does Sarah think the Service could do?”
“I’m not sure, Dad. All I know is she’s worried that Jeremiah will take off after Ryan and get into trouble. She figures that because you’re a senator and chairman of intelligence, the Service will protect family members if you request it. She’s just not thinking clearly. A call from you will really help.”
“Okay, I get the picture. This isn’t as bad as I thought. I understand she’s upset. I’ll give her a call. Is she at home?”
“Yes, we just spoke about ten minutes ago,” Sela replied.
“Well, keep in touch, sweetheart. How are you doing…everything going well with you? Have you found a gentleman yet?” he asked, hoping for good news about his biggest concern for his oldest daughter. He believed she worked too hard and was squandering the prime of her life. He wished she would marry, and even though it was well past when she might start a family, he still didn’t like the thought of her being a spinster.
“Now’s not the time, Dad,” Sela said, frustrated there was never any respite from her father’s obsession with her social life. “Call Sarah…she needs your encouragement. Let her know what resources might be available. She’s looking for options. I’m planning to speak with Jer as soon as he’s back in Bernalillo. I’ll make sure he stays with his mom. I gotta go, Dad. I love you…and please tell me if you hear anything new.”
“Okay, I’ll call her right now. Keep in touch,” he said, busily looking for Sarah’s number in the top drawer of his desk.
Without a moment’s hesitation, he dialed Sarah’s number in Bernalillo. Divergent thoughts raced through his mind while he waited for her to pick up.
“This is Sarah Marshall,” she said formally, not knowing who might be calling next.
“Sarah, it’s your father.”
“Oh, Pop, I’m so glad you called. I suppose you’ve heard all about Ryan’s latest trouble?” she asked, hoping she wouldn’t have to retell the day’s travesty another time.
“Yes, I know the gist of what you’re up against. Sela brought me up to speed and asked that I call you directly. Why didn’t you call me yourself, honey?”
“Dad, we know how busy you are. Besides, I’m still trying to figure out what’s happening. I spoke to Sela first because she’s usually easier to reach and can get me focused quicker than anyone. Don’t feel bad…I need your help, too,” she said, not really feeling apologetic.
“Okay, honey, what can I do for you?” he asked. “Sela mentioned you want help from the Secret Service?”
“Well…yeah, I mean…I don’t know. Is that even remotely possible?” Sarah asked bluntly.
“I’m afraid not,” the senator answered decisively. “Service personnel provide security only for the president, vice president, and their immediate families. As chairman of the Intelligence Committee, I have no authority to request protection for personal matters. In fact, if I did, I’d be breaking about a dozen rules against directing government resources for personal gain.”
“Okay…I understand. I should’ve known that, Dad. I just feel so…violated. Why does this keep happening to me?” Sarah asked, bewildered, searching for reasons why her life always seemed to be heading toward a cliff.
“Sarah, listen to me. That’s not the question to ask right now,” Alfonse replied impatiently. “Get a handle on your emotions. Ryan’s actions are none of your concern. Your focus is keeping Jeremiah under control. Promise me you’ll have him call me as soon as he gets home. I don’t care what time of the day that is. Understand?” he said, not meaning to use the demanding tone on his youngest daughter he sometimes took with staffers
Sarah took a long, deep breath as if fighting the impulse to argue the point, but merely said, “Yes, Pop, I’ll make sure he calls you directly. So, if it’s not the Secret Service, what should I do if Jer insists on following after his father? There was a pronounced determination in his voice I’ve never heard before. He had that same irrational tone that Ryan always gets whenever his cousin is the subject. I swear he’s inherited his father’s temperament. I’m afraid, Dad.”
“Let me ponder that a bit, honey. There may be something I can do if, God forbid, Jer does run off after Ryan. But let’s avoid a knee-jerk response. When we know all the facts, our options will be clearer. Now you just sit tight, wait for Jer, and try not to worry. We’re all in this together, you hear?”
“I know, Dad. I do appreciate your help. I’ll do as you say.” Somehow, though, she still felt all alone in the matter.
“Okay, have Jer call me the minute he arrives. I’m depending on you, honey, and I know everything’s going to be just fine,” he said, thinking his words sounded baseless and hollow. He wished for some way to intercede, and decided to consult Ben as soon as he concluded the call.
“Thanks so much for the call, Dad. I love you.”
“I love you too, honey.”
Alfonse Coscarelli leaned back in his chair, unsettled, contemplating the situation, wishing for an incantation that would whisk away Sarah’s problems. With all the authority of a U.S. senator at hand, he wondered why he felt so powerless. He thought back to the age when the girls were young, a time so far removed from his present reality that he couldn’t remember where it all went. Everything was so fresh and easy at that point in his life. He owned his own law firm, was a member of the local chamber, had a lovely, upper-class home, and with his wife, Ariel, they were active in the Catholic Church. They had raised their girls in an idyllic time compared to the surfeit of troublesome conditions young parents now faced raising their children.
If only he could once again return to that bygone time, shedding the hardships both his girls had experienced since leaving his protective care. He worried about Sarah more than he was willing to admit. She was more vulnerable than Sel, and the emotional torment Ryan put her through was unseemly and unforgivable. It was all he could do at times to resist his fatherly urge to kill the son-of-a-bitch. In the old days of vendettas, the bastard would be long since dead for all the hurt he caused Sarah. But he knew this was wasted effort and decided not to spend another minute thinking of ways to remedy the trouble that his ex-son-in-law had caused. There would be time enough for that in the future.
His immediate concern was for Jeremiah. He couldn’t stress strongly enough to Sarah how important it was to keep his grandson under control. He, too, recognized that Jer did, in fact, have some of the same irrational tendencies as Ryan. While Ryan’s unmanageable behavior was localized to hating Jarrod Conrad, Jer was contemptuous of anyone who confronted him. Alfonse often thought that Jeremiah would have made a perfect Mafia Don: He was cold, ruthless, calculating, and completely lacking in remorse once he drew battle lines. Once his mind was made up or he perceived a disloyalty, there was no turning back. Jer charging after his father spelled certain disaster.
“Ben, could I see you a moment…alone?” the senator asked, pressing the speaker button connecting him to the office antechamber. It was just a moment before Ben Dare reentered the senator’s inner office.
“Yes, sir, Senator, how can I help?”
“Ben, I need your advice on a personal matter,” Senator Coscarelli began. “I trust you implicitly, but what I’m about to tell you is strictly confidential. I need your word that none of this will be repeated.”
“Sir, I assure you that nothing will be repeated unless you direct me otherwise,” Ben replied, feeling uneasy. In all the years he had worked with the senator, never once had he been asked to pledge an oath of secrecy. It was understood among all chiefs of staff on the Hill that allegiance to their congressional member was inviolable, unless otherwise ordered by the court. This was a very peculiar beginning to the discussion.
“Good, I knew I could count on you. Here’s the issue,” he began and for the next ten minutes he relayed the entire story of Sarah’s predicament, quickly outlining the unsavory events that had occurred between Ryan and Jarrod Conrad, and his deep concern for Jeremiah.
“So, what are my options? I know a Secret Service detail is out of the question, but you and I both know there are Secret Service agents and then there are ‘ cleaners ’…at least that’s the term I’ve heard concerning these covert specialists. What can you tell me? Is this something we could use?”
The senator’s chief of staff sat quietly throughout the length of the story. All things considered, he wasn’t nearly as shocked as he originally feared. No one was murdered, yet; there didn’t appear any imminent threat of public embarrassment — nothing that he could perceive the news wire picking up. In the scheme of things, it really didn’t amount to much at all. The most startling revelation was the senator’s question about the cleaners. This was not a good sign, for sure.
“Well, sir…first let me express my disappointment to hear that Sarah is struggling again. Please convey my concern,” Ben said, looking pensive as he leaned over the coffee table.
“There are several options to consider here, Senator, but I really need to know what lengths you want to go, and what resources you’re willing to commit,” he said. “If you merely want your grandson tailed, I would suggest a private detective. We can recommend several competent PIs that can be dispatched to keep an eye on him, and they would only intercede if he were in imminent danger.”
He hesitated and shifted nervously in his seat. “As for a cleaner… this is a highly specialized covert agent disavowed by all branches of government security. They are not associated with CIA, DEA, FBI, ATF, the military, or any other recognized American security force. They are independent, covert, and usually have Special Forces training. This is an extreme measure, Senator. If there’s some other detail you haven’t told me, I’ll need to know.”
“I’ve got nothing sinister in mind, Ben. I’m merely looking for options. My grandson’s a hothead…just like his father, and it may take a strong hand to keep him under control is all. If you recommend a PI, that’s good enough for me. Let’s get this going ASAP. I want someone standing by in Bernalillo if he decides to traipse after his father. I don’t want him alone for a moment. But I also don’t want this PI to make contact with Jer unless he sees an immediate danger. And for God’s sake, let’s be discreet…I’m counting on you, Ben.”
“Yes, sir, I’ll make a few calls. We’ll get someone out to Bernalillo right away,” he said, moving toward the door and thinking he had dodged a bullet on the subject of cleaners.
“Oh, and forget about cleaners, or whatever they’re called,” the senator said before Ben could exit the room. “It doesn’t appear they’re a realistic solution. Someday, though, I’d like to submit a confidential memo to my committee on this group. I’m bothered by the existence of a clandestine organization operating without government oversight. That strikes me as particularly un-American.”
“You got it, Senator,” Ben Dare said, exiting the room. His feeling of dodging a bullet now felt like he was hit squarely in the back. A memo on the cleaners would not be easily written. Only the president and a select number of joint chiefs knew the full extent of the cleaners’ activities.
Come to think of it…I don’t, either, he thought, feeling like he’d just been fingered for taking home classified documents. Jesus…this could become a nightmare if it leaks out. What the hell is going on?
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TWENTY-FOUR


Stanford
10:00 HOURS
Ryan Marshall patiently studied the surroundings from the seclusion of his rented SUV. He was parked in the farthest corner of the Quantum parking lot, designated for students and visitors. He watched intently as students and faculty were entering and exiting the building, hoping to spot his cousin. He was sipping coffee and eating a pastry, both of which he bought from the corner deli about three blocks from the entrance to the Stanford campus. He was restless, having slept badly following his lengthy drive from Pueblo. After an hour of watching, he decided to take a more direct route and desert the plan to casually await Jarrod’s arrival.
Ryan pondered his next move, considering that Jarrod might not be coming back to his lab at all. There was no way to determine his state of mind, but he was certainly plotting revenge. No way would he accept present circumstances without retaliation. Jarrod would be trying to even the score after learning that Ryan was considered the prime suspect in the burglary of his lab. This would provoke yet another round in their endless feud.
This was fine by Ryan; he had his own score to settle with Jarrod. Of all the vile deeds Jarrod had committed through the years, vandalizing the crane at the gorge was by far the worst. Even in his wildest imagination, Ryan couldn’t have conceived of anything worse than the prostitute Jarrod had concocted in New York City. But tampering with the crane could have easily killed at least half a dozen men if the side-loaded guy wire had not been discovered. Ryan shook his head in contempt of his cousin’s actions.
Ryan grew impatient. He decided to locate his cousin’s house in a more forthright manner. Instead of waiting for him to appear and tailing him home, he’d risk asking the students if they knew the whereabouts of Professor Conrad. He sensed that this was not the ideal option; students might have heard about a family member involved in the break-in, which would expose his identity. Unfortunately, asking for help was the quickest method to determine Jarrod’s whereabouts, and he felt it was worth the risk.
Ryan stepped from the SUV, stretched, straightened himself out a bit, and headed toward the entrance of the Quantum Building. “Excuse me, do you know where I can find Professor Jarrod Conrad?” he asked a group of three students walking toward the entrance, each toting a large pack of books.
“Yeah, his lab’s on the fifth floor,” answered the lanky boy in the group. “But it’s too early, if you expect to find him up there. He works late, so he usually comes in around noon. His teaching assistant should be there, though; she can probably tell you more.”
“Okay, thanks. I appreciate your help,” Ryan replied.
“Hey, mister, are you investigating the break-in at Dr. Conrad’s office?” asked the frail black-haired girl, who looked barely able to support the large knapsack she was carrying.
“Yes, I guess you could say that. I’m a friend of his,” he said, guarding his anonymity. “I heard he had a problem and came to see if there was anything I could do. Thanks again for the help.”
His answer seemed to satisfy the students, as they moved toward the entrance without further comment. He followed them into the Quantum Building, and the boy turned abruptly.
“Check the directory,” he said, pointing toward the wall, which contained an alphabetical list of all the professors and administrators in the building. There was a large photo of the founder of Quantum Corporation prominently displayed adjacent to the directory. The man looked scholarly in his white lab coat, and the oversized black rimmed glasses that dominated his face further conveyed this appearance.
Ryan quickly scanned the directory and located his cousin’s office in room 539. He proceeded to the elevators, determined to speak to someone who might know how to locate Jarrod. Without delay, he arrived at room 539 and noted that the office was connected to a large lab that also carried the same number. He entered the room without knocking.
“Can I help you?” asked a prim-looking young woman dressed in a white lab coat, her strawberry-blond hair severely pulled back into a ponytail. Ryan noticed that she was very plain-looking, and would do herself better by changing the green horn-rimmed glasses that gave her such a straitlaced look. “I’m Millicent Ormsby, Dr. Conrad’s teaching assistant,” she said, extending her hand.
“Pleased to meet you, Millicent. I’m Richard Mason. I’m trying to locate Dr. Conrad. Can you tell me when he’ll be in today…or how I can contact him?” he innocently asked.
Millicent looked closely at Ryan as if studying his sincerity. “Dr. Conrad hasn’t told me his plans. His lectures have been cancelled for the remainder of the week. I’m just here to keep the lab open for investigators who might need access. Otherwise, everything’s secured because of the break-in the night before last. Can you show me your credentials?” she asked, assuming he must be a detective with the Palo Alto police.
“Oh, my goodness, no. I’m not with the authorities, Millicent,” Ryan replied, grateful that she didn’t appear overly concerned by his presence. “I’m a friend of Jarrod’s and stopped by to see if there was anything I could do. I heard he might be missing some research information. Are there any clues about who might’ve done this?”
“The authorities believe his cousin had something to do with the break-in and Dr. Conrad was pretty upset when he found out. He’s been unavailable ever since. Can I ask how you know Jarrod?” she asked, her eyebrows pinching together with a slight look of uncertainty. Her demeanor was growing more suspicious by the minute.
“Not at all,” Ryan answered. “I’ve known Dr. Conrad for several years. I’m an industrial engineer. I’ve followed his research publications on the potential for practical application of the grand unified theorem. I heard him speak in San Francisco several years ago and we struck up an acquaintance. He’s a fascinating physicist with an incredible imagination. Everyone’s pulling for him to somehow harness gravity.”
“Well, ‘fascinating’ isn’t the word I’d choose to describe him, Mr. Mason,” she said, frowning and quickly averting her eyes. Ryan sensed that the young woman had experienced some trouble with Jarrod but was trying to conceal her true feelings. “But I’ll grant you, he’s clearly on to something that could change the world. He’s not easy to work for, but I’ve learned a great deal as his graduate assistant.”
“Well, he can be a bit cantankerous…no doubt,” Ryan replied with cynical smile. “But aren’t most geniuses usually idiosyncratic?”
“Don’t get me wrong, Mr. Mason,” she hastily added. “I’m proud to be Dr. Conrad’s assistant. But he has a lot on his mind…he’s very gifted. I don’t know where I’d be had he not agreed to mentor me. But enough about me. How can I help you?”
“If you don’t expect him in today, can you tell me where he lives?” Ryan blurted out, flashing his best smile. He wanted it to sound spontaneous, and not alert Millicent to any reason she shouldn’t provide this information.
“Well, I’m not sure I should give you his address. He may not appreciate you showing up unannounced. Will you promise not to let him know you got it from me?” she asked, returning his smile with a mischievous look in her eye.
“Scout’s honor,” Ryan replied, holding up his hand like a Boy Scout reciting a pledge. Thinking quickly, he added, “He’ll never suspect you gave me the information if you don’t tell him I visited here first. We’ll protect each other, agreed?” he asked, giving her a playful wink.
There was a pause, as if she was considering the propriety of keeping Ryan’s presence secret from her boss. “Okay…agreed,” Millicent finally answered. “Dr. Conrad lives on campus, in housing that’s reserved for visiting fellows and tenured professors,” she divulged. “He’s at 265 Lomita Lane. It’s a pretty green house with lots of roses in the front yard. You can’t miss it. It’s about a mile from here on the other end of the campus. The professor likes to ride his bike to work…so chances are, if he’s home, the bike will be on the front porch. He also has a black BMW that’s usually in the garage. That’s all I can tell you, Mr. Mason.”
“Thanks, Millicent, you’ve been invaluable. And don’t worry about our little secret. Jarrod will never know I spoke to you,” he said, moving toward the door. “Have a good day, and good luck finding the people who broke in.”
“Oh, I’m sure the police will get the information back. Besides… Dr. Conrad always backed up his research on a private computer. We’ll be up and running again in no time. It was a pleasure meeting you, Mr. Mason,” Millicent said, closing the door behind Ryan as he moved into the hallway.
Ryan was amazed by his own resourcefulness. He had no idea that finding his cousin’s house would be so easy. Sure, he could have asked Sarah or Jeremiah for the address, but this would have divulged his strategy, and possibly alerted Jarrod to his plan. One thing was certain: When they came face-to-face, there was going to be a fight. The trick would be to subdue him without causing too much harm.
What if Jarrod has a weapon? he mused. This thought was cause for alarm and further consideration. He couldn’t take anything for granted.
The house at 265 Lomita Lane was easily identified by a beautiful rose garden that adorned the forest-green house. A professional gardener was obviously responsible for maintaining the roses, as everything was perfectly manicured along the entire block. Each home had a different character, with the theme of each residence enhanced by a unique landscape feature; some had fountains, others statuary, but each had an abundance of vibrant flowers that were resplendent with color.
Ryan drove by the house at a normal pace, careful not to draw any attention to his presence. He noted with interest that the ten-speed bike that Millicent Ormsby described was on the porch, and, according to her information, if there was a black BMW in the garage, there was a good chance that Jarrod was home. The garage was closed, so he couldn’t confirm the presence of the BMW.
The anticipation of facing Jarrod after so many years of pent-up hatred toward him released a rush of adrenaline. The thought of seeing him for the first time since his divorce sent a chill up his spine and made the hair on the back of his neck bristle. Even though he was incensed by the thought of facing Jarrod, he was impatient to learn why his cousin had vandalized the erection crane, and, further, why he thought Ryan broke into his lab.
Ryan figured it was too early to make contact with Jarrod. To do so in broad daylight chanced neighbors or bystanders witnessing an undoubtedly hostile exchange between the two men; prudence dictated that he await nightfall to complete his objective. He needed to find a quiet place to rest. At the moment, he didn’t feel safe even staying on the same street. He remembered a movie theater near the shop where he purchased his coffee earlier in the morning, and decided to wait out the time in the security of the darkened interior. Late in the evening, he would return to confront Jarrod.
Ryan hoped with every fiber of his being that the coming confrontation would bring an end to the years of hatred between the two men. He would face Jarrod unarmed; to do otherwise would be incredibly foolish. God willing, Ryan felt that the hatred between the two men would end before a new sunrise. This ends tonight…one way or the other.



TWENTY-FIVE


Nassau, Bahamas
Captain Eduardo Suarez was true to his word. He sailed Jurassic through the night, nearing the cape of Florida south of Key West well in advance of Hurricane Hannah’s predicted arrival in Galveston Bay. Holloway had instructed the captain late in the evening to proceed toward Key West, and to report which direction the hurricane was heading. From Key West, they would steer either to his enclave south of Bannerman Town, one of the out islands of the Bahamas, or proceed on to his estate in Hilton Head, South Carolina. It was indeed auspicious that Holloway ordered they depart the area prior to Hannah’s arrival, as meteorologists predicted that 100-mile-per-hour winds would lash Galveston Harbor when she finally made landfall. Law enforcement agencies ordered evacuations because significant damage was expected throughout the Gulf Coast.
Jurassic could have easily sustained the fifteen-foot swells in open water, but it would have been unpleasant for those aboard to endure such an onslaught when the practical solution was to relocate out of harm’s way. Fortunately, it was not difficult to convince Holloway to move his $100-million yacht out of the gulf; rarely did he disregard advice that protected his investments. The decision was clearly prudent because Hannah was expected to create considerable damage, even though it would be nothing compared to “the storm of the century” dating back to September 8, 1900, still considered the deadliest hurricane in United States history.
Local Galvestonians still refer to “the storm” with a reverence that only survivors can truly appreciate. When a resident Galvestonian claimed their home survived “the storm,” they meant that it pre-dated 1900; a claim that a family member had died in “the storm” was proof they had roots in the city over 100 years old. Upwards of 6,000 people lost their lives in the aftermath of the tropical cyclone that left the city in ruins, an epic tragedy forever burned into the record of Galveston Bay.
Captain Suarez stood on the bridge of the ship, alternating his gaze between the horizon ahead and the radar weather pattern displayed from the iridescent instrument console. He checked his watch and decided it was time to check in with Holloway, hoping his temperament was more congenial than last night. They were fast approaching a course correction toward the destination where they would berth Jurassic, so risking an early morning squabble was necessary. Captain Suarez preferred to berth in Nassau. From a nautical perspective, staying in open water would be best in case the hurricane took an unexpected turn back out to sea. He had the feeling, however, that Holloway would likely choose his alternate port in Hilton Head. Either way, they were at a point where he needed to change direction for the appropriate port of call.
The captain made his way from the bridge down one flight through a smaller corridor until he arrived at Holloway’s stateroom. He paused at the door, poised to knock, cautiously listening for any interior noise that might suggest his interruption would not be welcome. He decided to take a chance, preparing for an early morning dose of Holloway’s rude behavior.
He rapped lightly on the door. “Mr. Holloway, it’s Captain Suarez. Do you have a moment, sir?”
“Please, come in,” he heard Angelina’s voice call from behind the door.
Captain Suarez entered the luxurious stateroom, his face reddening from embarrassment when he realized that he was alone in the room with Angelina Navarro. She was scantily clad in a tight-fitting chartreuse exercise bra and matching bikini bottom with the word Bitch written in hot pink letters across her shapely derriere. She rode an elliptical machine that was unobtrusively placed to one side of the spacious sitting room. A light sweat made her body glisten from the workout. Angelina was reading Heart of a Woman, the latest Oprah bestseller, which was carefully secured atop the machine. She appeared to have an iPod ready, as the device was strapped to her left bicep, but the ear buds dangling around her neck were not in use. Suarez almost wished Angelina had been listening to her music, making it impossible to hear his knock. But his male libido completely appreciated viewing such a lovely woman almost naked before his eyes.
He scrutinized the room, which appeared in disarray. The ship stewards had not yet cleaned; they dared not interrupt Mr. Holloway except when specifically asked to perform their housekeeping duties. Dirty dishes had not been collected from last night’s dinner, miscellaneous papers were strewn about, and several pieces of Angelina’s clothing lay around the room. There was a red lace bra, which was partially hidden between a seat cushion of a brown leather recliner facing the large plasma TV screen. A rhinestone-decorated stiletto was lying sideways under the glass coffee table in front of the semi-circular couch. Her red negligee was dropped carelessly on the floor in front of a full-length mirror that reflected the ocean beyond. One article of clothing absent in the stateroom was her underwear. Probably because she wasn’t wearing any, the captain thought.
Although enjoying the view of Angelina’s bountiful breasts bouncing to the cadence of the machine, Captain Suarez grew exceedingly uncomfortable in her presence, deciding he had best leave before Holloway caught him in the stateroom.
“Good morning, Captain,” Angelina said, greeting him while looking over her shoulder without breaking stride. “Alastair is just finishing his shower; he’ll be out shortly. Make yourself comfortable, please,” she said with a smile. “Would you like some orange juice? Just help yourself. I’d get it for you but I have another fifteen minutes to go.”
“Thank you very much, Ms. Navarro, but, no…I should wait in the hall for Mr. Holloway.” he replied.
“Oh, nonsense, Eduardo,” she said, using his proper name for effect. “He’s not such an ogre. You just stay right there and I’ll get him out here.”
Calling loudly, she said, “Alastair, the captain’s here to see you. Can you come out, or shall I have him return later?”
“Oh, please, no, Miss Navarro. Don’t bother Mr. Holloway. I can surely come back when he’s expecting me,” the captain protested in a hushed voice, upset for not immediately taking his leave when he first realized Holloway was indisposed.
“What in God’s name are you yelling about, Angel?” they both heard Holloway respond from beyond the stateroom. “Tell the captain to wait right there. I’ll be out in a minute. And put some clothes on,” he loudly demanded.
“There now, sweetie. See how easy that was?” she said impishly, suspecting the captain was feeling anything but thankful, judging from the alarmed look on his face.
“It’ll just be a few minutes. Now, please, help yourself to some orange juice. That’s an order, by the way…or shall I ask Alastair about that, too?” she whispered, a twinkle in her eye, enjoying tormenting the poor man.
Suarez put his hands together as if praying. “No, please, Ms Navarro…don’t bother him further. You’ve done quite enough. I will be especially grateful if you would not incite him further.”
At that moment, Holloway marched into the stateroom wearing his cashmere bathrobe and Gucci lambskin slippers. He was freshly shaven, his gray hair combed back flat, which made his bushy eyebrows loom even larger, but he appeared energetic and rested. Captain Suarez could only imagine how Ms. Navarro had satisfied him the previous evening. That would explain the discarded clothing. Lucky bastard, he mused.
“Goddamnit, Angel…I told you to put some clothes on,” he said disgustedly, glancing over at her as she still vigorously exercised.
“I do have clothes on, Alastair, I’m not naked. Besides, it doesn’t bother Eduardo…does it, honey? The captain and his crew watch me sunbathing all the time. How do you figure I keep from getting tan lines? Geez…you’re such an old prude,” she said obstinately, having no intention of stopping to accommodate his request.
“What do you want, Eduardo?” Holloway inquired, turning away from Angelina in annoyance.
“Just to update our position and ask where you want to berth this evening, sir. As you can see,” he continued, pointing out the port side window of the stateroom, “we are just a little past Key West. Shall we plot a course toward Nassau or would you rather head north toward Hilton Head?”
“Is that it, captain? Really…that’s your question?” he mocked. “I thought I made myself clear last evening that I wanted to keep this boat safe from that fucking hurricane. How do you propose we do that while berthed, you moron? You tell me…which is safer? The open ocean, where we have room to maneuver, or toward the mainland, where an unpredictable storm can ravage this boat?”
“The answer to your question is obvious, sir,” Suarez replied with as much dignity as possible. “I’m simply considering your wishes. We will comply with whatever you determine is in your best interest. The radar indicates that the storm has not varied from its path toward the interior of the gulf. I thought you might like to know that. I’ll be on the bridge if you need me, sir,” he concluded with a slight bow at the waist, backing slowly toward the door.
“Yes, yes. Keep us in open water for now. That will be all, Captain,” Holloway said dismissively, with a wave of his hand. “And send one of the stewards to clean up this room.”
As soon as Captain Suarez had departed, Holloway turned to Angelina, his face red with anger. He was about to address his objection to her nudity among the ship’s crew, when his PDA began vibrating to signal an incoming call. He picked up the satellite communication device that garbled his voice and cloaked his position, making the call impossible to trace.
“What is it now?” Holloway growled. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you until after Livermore. Are you still on for tonight?”
“Yes, Livermore’s on schedule…but there’s been another development,” Kilmer replied hesitantly. “We’ve been jacked-there’s somethin’ wonky with the Quantum equations we fingered. Weaver claims Conrad’s hidden somethin’ like a key. He says it’s common when someone’s toey about corporate espionage. Unfortunately, that’s the deal,” he said coolly.
The phone was silent for a few seconds before Holloway responded. Then his voice sounded like a far-off freight train barreling down the tracks, getting louder with each passing second.
“You son-of-a-bitch,” he began. “We talked about this! You gave me your word the machine would be functional with the Quantum equations. When I refused your extortion, you promised me that your guy was confident this was the last step,” he shouted, pausing momentarily to emphasize his verbatim recall of their conversation. “Who the fuck do you think you’re dealing with, Kilmer…some schmuck you can simply jerk around?”
“Listen, don’t go berko. Believe me…I’m pissed too. But spades are spades,” Kilmer responded in a steady voice. “There wasn’t a buckley’s chance a knowin’ this ‘til Mills was done with the proto-type. But no worries; Mills finished assembly and everythin’ else we lifted’s good as gold. All we need’s the key to start the engine…but we’re down without it. It’s the way Conrad designed it. No other way.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Holloway seethed. “How do you suggest I do that? When I set this thing up with Penburton, there was never any discussion about needing Conrad to make the device work. This will change everything. We went out of our way to set up his cousin specifically to throw off the authorities and that fucking agent from DOD. ”
“Well, it seems yer info from Penburton’s bogus. But we can do a u-ey an have Farley kidnap Conrad instead of killing ‘im, like planned. He’s got Conrad’s house staked out. We can still pin it on Marshall,” Kilmer said.
“No, no, no, you idiot. We can’t kidnap Dr. Conrad. I’ll come up with a reason forcing his cooperation. We’ll make him want to help us,” Holloway hastily responded, his lively imagination already working on the solution. “In the meantime, I don’t want your band of miscreants to fuck anything else up. Call Farley…tell him not to make a move. Don’t do anything until you hear from me. As soon as the Livermore job’s completed, I’ll let you know how to proceed. Understand?”
“Bloody well,” Kilmer replied, happy to be done with the call. “I’ll be callin’ yer t’morrow after the Livermore heist.”
All things considered, the call to Holloway hadn’t gone as badly as Kilmer feared. He was understandably pissed off, but hadn’t asked for his money back, which would have been difficult to defend. There would come a time when they would revisit the subject, but, mercifully, it wasn’t on this occasion. Instead, Holloway seemed keenly focused on how to compel Jarrod Conrad to willingly assist with the operation of the antigravity device. Kilmer suspected there would be something the Quantum informant could provide for leverage. In the meantime, he was free to refocus on the logistics of the pending Livermore job without further interference.
“Is everything okay, honey?” Angelina asked when Alastair threw the phone at the king-sized bed. She had been watching him nervously pace back and forth from the master suite to the stateroom, veins bulging from his neck and forehead, making demands and shouting in his usual ill-tempered manner. She had just stepped out of the shower and was naked in front of the mirror, still combing a eucalyptus-scented conditioner into her raven-black hair.
“No! Everything is not all right! Do I look all right? First, it’s this fucking hurricane and that idiot Suarez, then Crocodile Dundee tells me he’s ripped me off. On top of that, I hear from your own mouth that you’ve been parading around naked in front of the whole goddamned ship. I swear to God I’m going to fire every last one of you fucking ingrates,” he screamed uncontrollably, visibly shaking.
“Oh, my gracious…you’re so tense. Just calm down now, honey. Let’s see if I can relax you, Alastair. All this stress isn’t good for you, darling. Let Jade show you how much she appreciates living with you,” she murmured, moving eagerly toward him, displaying her magnificent naked body.
She felt him initially freeze, resisting her embrace, but slowly he relaxed when she breathed into his ear, whispering softly that she could hardly wait to take him into her mouth. She reached down to his waist and parted his bathrobe, taking him into her hand, slowly caressing his manhood.
“That’s it, honey, just relax. Let Jade show you how much she loves you,” she cooed, placing his left hand on one of her ample breasts. As she guided him, she felt him immediately stiffen, responding to both her touch and the feel of her nipple against his palm. She paused to passionately kiss him, her tongue darting lightly into his mouth, flicking the tip of his tongue, while her free hand further loosened the tie of his bathrobe. He was wearing boxers, which she adroitly slid past his knees.
Within seconds he was fully erect and she dropped to her knees to take him entirely into her waiting mouth. He watched with incredible pleasure as Jade expertly took the full length of his shaft. The sight of her gorgeous green eyes looking up at him while swallowing his manhood was too much to endure; he exploded in a lightning-quick climax that buckled his knees as the blood seemingly drained from his head.
She looked up and smiled, happy that she was the only person in the world that seemed capable of controlling his temper. At these times, he really wasn’t the cruel tyrant everyone made him out to be. She enjoyed the power over him she alone possessed. He was not an accomplished lover. In her experience, angry, controlling men were never able to sustain lengthy sexual relations. For a professional, it made the business proposition all that much easier-completing the act quickly was of benefit. She knew her place in Holloway’s life and played her role quite competently.
“Now, don’t you feel much better, honey? Wasn’t that exactly what you needed?” she asked, dissipating the remainder of his angry mood.
“Yes, that was incredible,” he replied, helping Angelina back to her feet. “But I don’t care what you say…I don’t want you parading around naked in front of the crew,” he said jealously, looking into her eyes. “It’s demeaning; you’re better than that.”
“Oh, all right,” Angelina replied, placing her head against his bare chest, smiling when she heard the words she had no intention of following. “I love it when you’re protective of me, Alastair. It’s the main reason I love you so much.”
“Thank you, honey. I think I love you, too.”
“Why, Alastair…you’ve never told me that. How sweet,” she said, lightly caressing the small of his back. Controlling him through her sexuality made her feel powerful, giving her an overwhelming sense of good fortune.
Who has the power now? She thought. Love, indeed! She wondered if Alastair Holloway knew the meaning of love, or if he was even capable of loving another human being. No matter. She immediately dismissed the thought. I’m the queen of his universe and I know he can’t live without me now…despite his protestations to the contrary. Yes, Alastair… who has the power?



TWENTY-SIX


Bernalillo
Jeremiah Marshall set his plan in motion after concluding the conversation with his mother the previous evening. He had made a flight reservation for San Francisco departing Albuquerque the following morning, but decided to see Sarah first thing before he left. He knew she was extremely upset that he hadn’t stayed at school, but when he learned that his father was on the run, there was no way he could remain uninvolved. It was long past due for another man in the family to exert some badly needed, common-sense influence over the two embattled cousins. As the dawn of a new day broke, he made the four-hour drive from Roswell to Bernalillo straight away.
Jeremiah held his father responsible for his parents’ divorce, and even though he didn’t know the details, he knew the cause involved infidelity. Ryan claimed Uncle Jarrod (Jeremiah and Jacob had taken to calling him “Uncle Jarrod” when they were youngsters, even though he was not Ryan’s brother) had conned him into his indiscretion, which would never have happened of his own volition. Jeremiah sided with his mother, however, believing that Ryan should never have put himself in the situation to begin with. Whatever the excuse involving Uncle Jarrod, it didn’t pass muster with Jeremiah, even though it was predicated on deception. Jer was raised in the Catholic tradition, where the principles of honor, loyalty, and fidelity in marriage are sacrosanct. This upbringing made his father’s behavior unforgivable. He despised his father’s actions and felt that he could never forgive him for what he did to his mother. In this regard, he was exactly like his father: vendetta-driven to the end.
But this latest development between Ryan and Uncle Jarrod was unprecedented. This was an entirely new level of trouble. While he held contempt for both men, he didn’t want to see either of them hurt or jailed because of the extreme malediction that possessed them. This concern compelled him to get involved; no longer could he be a passive bystander while they destroyed each other.
Jeremiah spent the time on the drive home in deep thought about how to handle the crisis once he caught up with his father. Their relationship had been icy for years, and he couldn’t be sure if his help would even be welcome.
Through the years, Jer came to realize that his father’s relationship with his parents was atypical of anything he witnessed in his friends’ homes. His grandmother Regina was so overbearing, and Clement so ingratiating, that it was very uncomfortable to be in their presence. Holiday visits to his grandparents’ house were always filled with tension, and his father never seemed comfortable in their presence, making the strain on everyone almost palpable.
Jer did have some good memories of growing up, however. Even though his brother was handicapped, both his parents made sure Jacob’s condition never stood in the way of family outings or vacations. Jer especially loved the camping trips the family took, which his father and he continued for a few years after his brother’s death. He loved the peace of fishing the Pecos River with Ryan and his great-grandfather, Amerigo. It was obvious these two had developed a deep bond, and Amerigo made sure Jer was included in their mutual affection.
Jer also had fond memories of the many special events that Ryan and Sarah somehow fit into their busy lives. They were avid Dallas Cowboy fans, and one year took Jacob to meet Emit Smith and Troy Aikman. Jake and he were made honorary coaches, and Tom Landry presented Jacob with an autographed football signed by all the Cowboys and their owner, Jerry Jones. They attended stock car races, truck pulls, kept box seats to the Albuquerque Dukes, and did everything normal families did. There was a time when Jer thought he had the best father in the world.
This all changed when Jacob died. It was like something inside Ryan died with him. He emotionally withdrew, threw himself into work, and lost the zeal for life he’d had when Jacob was still alive. They attempted a few fishing trips, but it was never the same with just the two of them. Amerigo had died a few years before Jacob, and with both of them gone, their fishing trips were never the same. It was as if all the joy had been stripped from his father-a joy that Jer had no idea how to replace.
These thoughts tailed off as Jeremiah pulled into the driveway of his mother’s house about midmorning. He sat in the car a moment, feeling unprepared to argue his reasoning for leaving school to track down his father. He was certain she had already enlisted the advice of Aunt Sela, whom he knew would take a similarly dim view of his decision to come home. Whatever their objection, he was now home, and resolved to stay only long enough to see Sarah before catching the flight to San Francisco. He knew Uncle Jarrod’s address at Stanford. It was only a matter of tracking him down, hopefully before his dad did something really stupid.
“Hello, Mother,” Jeremiah said as he walked into the kitchen from the side door to the house. As he gave her a big hug, he whispered, “Please don’t be mad at me,” sensing a lack of affection in her embrace.
“Oh, Jer, I’m not mad at you. I’m glad you’re here…really I am,” Sarah said, holding her son close. “But under the circumstances, it’s really hard to get excited about anything. I’m so disappointed you left school, but I understand why you wanted to come home. I want you to call your grandfather. I spoke to him and Sela this afternoon and promised them you’d call when you arrived.”
“Mom, I understand everyone’s concerned, but I don’t have time to discuss anything right now. I’m gonna catch up with Dad and won’t be talked out of it. Someone’s got to make him see the danger in what he’s doing. I’ve made up my mind; I’m on the 2:30 p.m. flight to San Francisco. That’s it, Mom.”
“Jer, listen to yourself,” Sarah implored. “You sound exactly like your father! How can you think I’d let you chase after him? You’re putting me in an awful position. There’s no possible way for me to condone this. If you leave it’ll be over my strongest objection.”
“Okay, fine. I understand how you feel, Mom,” he replied, seeing her exasperation from the strained look on her face. “But don’t you see that Dad and Uncle Jarrod could actually be at the point of killing each other? This is way out of hand. It’s my responsibility to stop it from escalating any further. I love you, Mom, but I’m going to San Francisco…with or without your help.”
Sarah knew she wasn’t going to convince her headstrong son to listen to reason. Her maternal instincts took over and she offered what she saw as a compromise. “Jer, I can’t begin to tell you how upset I am about this. But I can see your mind is made up…so I’m going with you,” she said firmly. “This isn’t open for discussion. I refuse to just send you on your way. I agree this is a family matter… we’ll deal with it together.”
“No way, Mom,” Jer protested. “I’m doing this alone and won’t have you mothering me. Now’s not the time…”
“Not the time?” Sarah interrupted, raising her voice to block his objection. “Now you listen to me, mister. We’re doing this together or not at all. If you try leaving without me, I promise you I’ll call the police. And trust me…I already have an officer on speed dial. I mean it, Jer. Don’t push it.”
As much as Jeremiah disagreed with his mother’s ultimatum, he was also a pragmatist. He could tell from Sarah’s pursed lips and crossed arms that she was resolved not to budge. He would have to accept her terms or leave over her adamant protest. He didn’t dare defy her further; it was this or nothing.
“Okay, Mom, okay…you win. I don’t want to argue. Please, just get yourself ready while I book another flight. There’s no time to spare. I figure with Dad’s head start, he’ll be arriving sometime later today. If we hurry, we can catch him before it’s too late.”
“I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this,” Sarah muttered, fighting to regain her composure. “So help me, Jer, you’re going to listen to what I say. Capisce?” she said, stamping her foot for effect.
“Yes, Mom, I’ve got it. Now, please…get ready. We’ve got to take the next flight out.”
Jer didn’t have a clue what to expect from this unplanned trip to California. He hadn’t considered that Sarah would demand to come with him; having his mother in tow only added to the complexity of searching out two men who had hated each other for over four decades. But Jeremiah was confident in his ability to find a solution to finally resolve their animosity. While the path ahead was uncertain, the potential outcome filled him with great inspiration. It was worth risking failure to bring resolution to the bitter rivalry that had too long held his family captive. Jeremiah was excited by the prospect and couldn’t wait to get going.
It was near noon. The slight, bald-headed man in the silver sedan watched with curious interest as the smartly dressed woman and younger man loaded small suitcases into the back of the woman’s Cherokee. He took out his digital camera and snapped off a half dozen pictures of both. He next took a couple with his phone and sent a text to his client to verify contact with the subjects he was hired to tail. It didn’t appear as though he was going to be as bored on this assignment as he first thought. Looks like we’re going on an adventure.
He waited for the woman to drive past him before he started his car to follow. She looked upset and he figured there was no way she was aware of his presence, but good investigative technique dictated he wait until the subject was some distance away before he pursued. This had every appearance of an easy assignment.



TWENTY-SEVEN


Nassau
Alastair Holloway burned with rage from Richard Kilmer’s latest news. He was fuming as he paced about his stateroom on Jurassic, trying to formulate his next move. His first thought was to call Niles Penburton to demand an explanation. The existence of yet another hidden procedure was far beyond what the owner of Quantum Dimensions, Ltd. guaranteed when he brokered the deal.
Holloway first heard the speculation about a revolutionary antigravity technology when attending an oil symposium with Saudi Arabian sheiks in 2007. From the moment the subject was hinted at, he became obsessed with acquiring the technology before anyone else could capitalize on the discovery. There were a number of drilling applications that could benefit from this technology, principally the extraction of vast oil deposits that lay in deep underground caverns; at current prices, the cost of pumping these deposits was greater than the refined commodity. Apart from his personal interests for Triton Energy, however, the promise of an antigravity device was easily a multibillion-dollar discovery with limitless possibilities. Holloway wanted exclusive ownership of this technology, no matter what it took to get it.
Following months of investigation, Holloway finally located Dr. Niles Penburton, the aloof general partner of Stanford-based Quantum Dimensions. He made repeated overtures to meet the scientist but was continually rebuffed, Penburton politely explaining that his partnership was not interested in adding more limited partners and was not looking for venture capital. Holloway was undeterred, convinced Penburton was cautiously protecting the premature disclosure of a revolutionary breakthrough, and was being evasive to guard against tipping his hand.
Through unrelenting pressure, Holloway finally coerced Penburton into divulging the secret research emerging at Quantum labs. He was finally granted an audience upon offering to fully capitalize the development of the project. Venture capital aside, he convinced Dr. Penburton that no one could take this technology to market faster than the Triton Energy Group. Holloway committed to developing the manufacturing capacity that would introduce the antigravity device into every conceivable industry. His only request was that he be granted exclusive manufacturing and marketing rights; all royalties would remain the province of Quantum Dimensions.
It was at this point that Holloway made one of his astute investment observations. Through several negotiation discussions, he detected a passive hostility between Niles Penburton and Dr. Jarrod Conrad, the inventor behind the antigravity technology. He learned that Conrad was also the other general partner in Quantum Dimensions. Penburton had halfheartedly confided his desire to buy out Conrad’s interest, but he couldn’t imagine a scenario where this would be possible-the antigravity technology was Conrad’s discovery alone and the culmination of his life’s work.
Holloway set out to exploit this rancor to his advantage and offered to solve Penburton’s problem. He devised a plan to build the machine if Penburton could supply the engineering drawings, and to later break into Quantum Dimensions for Conrad’s proprietary equations needed to operate the device. In so doing, he would also create a scenario whereby the egocentric Dr. Conrad would be eliminated. All he required of Penburton was unrestricted access to Conrad’s lab, and as much personal information as possible. Other than these meager stipulations, Penburton would have no other responsibility or involvement. In exchange, Holloway promised complete anonymity from subsequent investigation.
Penburton initially expressed serious objection to such an extreme measure, but ultimately agreed to sell Dr. Conrad’s twenty-six percent partnership share to Holloway for $20 million if he fulfilled his promise. He could not conceive how Holloway could pull this off, but felt there was nothing to lose: If the plan worked, he’d be rid of irksome Dr. Conrad and would be wealthy before the new technology even went to market; if Holloway failed, he’d have plausible deniability in the matter-no one would be any wiser about his collaboration with Holloway. Penburton accepted half the money deposited into a Swiss bank account when the agreement was signed, the other half due when Conrad was no longer a general partner of Quantum Dimensions.
Following their deal, Holloway conducted a full investigation of Conrad’s affairs, which uncovered the bad blood between Conrad and his long-estranged cousin in New Mexico. From this information, he devised an elaborate scheme to steal Conrad’s files and make it look like Ryan Marshall was the perpetrator. At the same time, Kilmer sent one of his men to vandalize Marshall’s equipment in Taos, implicating Jarrod Conrad. With each cousin believing the other responsible for their situation, it would be a simple matter to arrange that they meet, kill them both, and make it look like they did each other in. Everything was set in motion to make this happen. The plan would need a drastic overhaul, however, now that Conrad was needed to operate the antigravity machine.
Holloway did not believe that Conrad should be kidnapped. To do so would shift the focus from his cousin. But neither was Marshall valuable enough to kidnap, there being no incentive for Conrad to assist them only to save the cousin he reviled. The only alternative was to kidnap someone close to Dr. Conrad, someone he cared about. The discovery of who this might be would take further investigation and time he could ill afford to waste. He decided to call Penburton to discuss the options.
“Niles, this is Holloway,” he said as the scientist answered his direct line at the Quantum Building. “We’ve got a big problem with the information from Conrad’s office. I’m told the machine still won’t work because that prick-head partner of yours has hidden another secret formula. What the fuck happened? How could you not know this?”
“Well, hello, Alastair,” Penburton replied. “So nice to hear from you…as usual,” he mocked, slightly caught off-guard by the call. He never enjoyed conversations with Alastair Holloway. “First of all, by definition, if there’s a secret formula known only to Dr. Conrad, how could you think I’d know about it?” he asked in a condescending tone. “Second, I’ve repeatedly told you that Conrad’s unpredictable. What do you expect from me? This is your plan; I’m to have no direct involvement…remember.”
Holloway made a snorting sound like a bull, outraged by the nerve of the man. “I know exactly what the deal entails, Niles. But I don’t like surprises, nor do I tolerate incompetence. The plan depends on the accuracy of your information…that everything needed to build the device was on Conrad’s computer. That doesn’t appear to be the case now, does it?”
“I repeat…what do you want from me? I gave you access to all available information. I’m a scientist, not some thug. I opposed your plan from the beginning, remember? But you insisted the plan would take Conrad out of the picture.”
“This is no time to debate the plan, Niles,” Holloway replied, irritated by his arrogance. “What I need is the name of someone that Dr. Conrad cares about. Who would he feel obliged to help if they were in trouble? Is there anyone in this guy’s life we could leverage to force his help?”
“That’s tough to say. Conrad’s pretty abrasive. I’m not aware of friends or family that he’s particularly fond of. I’ve heard him mention a research scientist at Johns Hopkins University…Coscarelli, I think. He’s talked about her several times as someone he admires, but it may be strictly professional. Now that I think about it, I seem to recall he also mentioned that she’s the sister of his cousin’s ex-wife. He might in fact feel obligated to help if she were in trouble. I’ll give it more thought, but all this guy really cares about is himself. He’s a narcissist,” Niles concluded.
“Coscarelli, huh? I know Senator Alfonse Coscarelli. Christ…I hope she’s not related to him; that’ll complicate matters. I’ll have someone investigate Johns Hopkins to see about picking her up.”
“Well, if I think of anyone else, I’ll let you know,” Penburton concluded, happy to be done with the conversation.
From the moment Penburton heard the news, he realized that needing Conrad’s intercession was a troubling development. Not only would it be nearly impossible to hide his involvement from Conrad, it could potentially derail the rest of the deal with Holloway. He had a menacing sense (not for the first time) that associating with Holloway could be his undoing. He had sold out his partner to one of the richest men in the world for $20 million. If the plan went awry, the consequences would ruin his scientific reputation and lead to a criminal investigation. This was a most unsettling thought, and only time would prove if the deal he struck with the devil would lead to his downfall.
God help me…what have I done?
Following the call to Penburton, Holloway immediately went into overdrive. He made another call to Kilmer, directing that Travis Marlon be sent to Johns Hopkins to locate the Coscarelli woman. He wanted as much information on her in the shortest amount of time. Next, he confirmed with Kilmer that Stuart Farley was notified about the change in plans. Under no circumstances was he to carry out the original job-arranging the double homicide of Conrad and Marshall. He figured that if the Coscarelli woman panned out, it might work even better than he had originally planned; he could pin the Knox heist on the hapless inventor, an option his previous plan had not offered.
Holloway had struck the deal with Penburton to acquire a twenty-six percent stake in Quantum Dimensions for a mere pittance of what the technology would be worth once the manufacturing complications were worked out. The royalties the fledgling company earned from the discovery would be insignificant to the amount of money Triton Energy would earn from holding exclusive manufacturing rights. It would be akin to an oil strike of Middle East proportions.
But to capitalize on his advantage, Holloway wanted immediate worldwide recognition for the awesome potential of the technology behind the machine. For this he devised a bold plan that would grab the attention of every media outlet in the world. By using the technology to attack the most impregnable institution in the country, the technology would gain instant prominence. This would facilitate the eventual mass marketing as every industry scrambled for access to the new technology.
Holloway then conceived the Fort Knox operation. He figured that the theft of $1 billion in gold bullion from the Fort Knox Depository would generate the shock value he was after. The Depository was guarded with the highest level of technological surveillance available. If it could be breached, the antigravity device would be capable of anything. Using the machine to pull off the heist-of-all-heists became his single-minded obsession. Now it appeared that by happenstance he could also blame the crime on Conrad, making it look like this was his original intent.
Holloway banged his hand against the side of his head in a rare moment of self-recrimination, scolding himself for not having thought of this before. I must be getting soft. The perfect crime is now even more perfect.



TWENTY-EIGHT


Stanford
19:30 HOURS
Ryan Marshall exited the theater at dusk, having watched two complete showings of the movie Transformers. More accurately, he slept comfortably through most of the first show and awoke to watch the conclusion of the second.
Hitting the street, he again felt hungry, deciding to have dinner before proceeding back to his cousin’s house. He wandered into an Italian restaurant named Gianinni’s and ordered a large helping of lasagna and a glass of Chianti. Refreshed, he headed back to Stanford at about 9:00 p.m. to confront Jarrod.
Entering the Stanford residential area, Ryan parked his SUV a few blocks from his cousin’s home on Lomita Lane. Although anxious to resolve the conflict, he was also filled with a surprising sense of trepidation. He felt strangely unprepared. He didn’t want to engage in a fight, but realized that when the two met after years of ill feelings, one was likely to break out. So be it, he thought.
Ryan walked along the opposite side of the street from his cousin’s house. He decided to move briskly past without stopping to get a sense of whether Jarrod was home. On his first pass, he noticed the bike on the porch but still had no information about a car in the garage. There were lights on, suggesting a presence, but he considered this inconclusive.
On his second pass, Ryan crossed the street for a closer look. He detoured quickly to the side of the house, entering the backyard through an unlocked gate. From the back of the house he had a good view through the kitchen window, only partially veiled by window blinds. He noted that the kitchen appeared very efficient, with a variety of cooking utensils hanging from a range hood above the stove. A Krupp’s espresso machine also stood prominently to one side of the main kitchen counter. Jarrod apparently shared his affinity for strong coffee.
Ryan studied the kitchen view for several minutes, hoping to get a glimpse of his cousin. He noticed a reflection cast upon the glossy surface of the kitchen door, which was standing open against the wall. He figured the reflection came from a television set somewhere in the adjoining room. This buoyed his hope that someone in the house was watching TV. He moved cautiously up the three brick steps onto the back porch.
Ryan’s heart was pounding as adrenaline coursed through his veins. He could actually hear his own heartbeat, his senses unusually acute. He thought about the many times he had dreamed of this moment following his divorce from Sarah. He wondered if he was really prepared to confront Jarrod for all the torment he had caused. The anxiety of addressing each of the past transgressions was inescapable.
Ryan decided to try the back door. He cautiously pulled open the screen and put his hand gently on the knob of the kitchen door. Slowly he turned the knob, and to his surprise, it wasn’t locked. He was free to enter the kitchen if he so dared, but hesitated, considering his options. Entering the kitchen presented the chance of catching his cousin off-guard, watching television in the next room. If the assumption was correct, he hoped to subdue Jarrod before he mounted a defense or fled the house.
Ryan gathered his courage, steeled his nerves, and slowly walked into the kitchen, ignoring the voice in his head telling him not to proceed. He was relieved that the door didn’t squeak, and very slowly closed it behind him. He was standing in Jarrod’s kitchen; his legs and especially his hands were shaking with nervous energy. All of his senses were hypersensitive: The clock on the stove ticked louder than he thought possible; the hair on the back of his neck bristled, alert to the dry warmth of the kitchen; his nostrils picked up the sweet smell of cinnamon wafting through the air. He couldn’t believe how nervous he felt, but knew there was no turning back. This was the moment he had waited years to face, yet he was almost paralyzed with fear. He took a gentle step toward the living area, trying to make his 250-pound body as stealthy as possible, but each step became excruciating.
Finally, he was able to cautiously peek into the living room. The television was tuned to a documentary but his vantage point didn’t allow a full view of the room. He still couldn’t locate Jarrod. There was a dark hallway he needed to cross for a better look, so he took a step forward to reorient himself. As he did so, he heard a man’s familiar voice say, “Hello, cousin.”
Ryan yelled, clutching the back of his neck as searing pain shot through his head, knocking him off his feet. He lay on the floor, jerking with involuntary convulsions as spasms of pain shot through his body. He had been Tazered by someone standing in the darkened hallway. Lying on his back, unable to move, he was only partially aware of being dragged further down the hallway before he lost all consciousness.
Ryan woke sometime later, disoriented and uncomfortable. At first his eyes wouldn’t focus and he couldn’t remember where he was or what he was doing, but eventually gathered that he was seated in a room full of computer equipment, his hands and feet held fast to a sturdy chair with plastic snap ties that were much too strong to break. A strip of adhesive tape across his mouth kept him from spitting out the rag that was stuffed inside. He felt like gagging as he struggled to break his restraints. Then he slowly recalled what brought him here, and wished he hadn’t ignored the small voice that warned of this eminent danger. He felt like prey that had fallen into the lair of a predator, only this predator cunningly expected the prey to arrive.
“Well, well, well…look who’s awake,” Jarrod Conrad glibly said. “When you decided to break into my house, I’ll bet you didn’t imagine you’d end up in this predicament, did you? You’re just as stupid and predictable as ever, Ryan. What did you think…you’d walk in and beat me up like the old days? Did you really think I wouldn’t be prepared for you to show up here? My kiss-ass graduate student played you like a fiddle; Millicent did exactly as I asked,” Jarrod scoffed, peering into Ryan’s eyes, about three inches from his face.
“Mmmh…mmuag…aah,” Ryan tried to shout, still struggling beneath his restraints, the veins in his neck and forehead popping from the strain. He was overcome with rage, realizing that Jarrod had once again gained the upper hand. He felt stupid and humiliated.
“Now, now, settle down, Cousin,” Jarrod said, patting him lightly on the cheek. “It won’t do for you to pop a blood vessel before we have a little fun. We’ve got much to discuss…wouldn’t you say? But, oh, what a pity, you can’t say anything now, can you? So you just have a listen before the police haul your sorry ass to jail. I really can’t believe how easy you’ve made this, Ryan.”
“Mmmhh…aaauh…” Ryan vainly fought to holler. He was so agitated that the restraints on his wrists were cutting into his skin. He rocked back and forth in the chair, trying to free himself with all his strength. His effort was useless; Jarrod had carefully prepared for his capture, having the Tazer and snap ties ready for use. Ryan was thoroughly at his cousin’s mercy.
“Okay, here’s how this’ll go down, Cousin,” Jarrod began again. “First, I want to know what happened to the equations you stole from my office. By now you’ve undoubtedly figured out they’re useless. Why else would you be here, right? You’re such a fool, Ryan; you always have been. You didn’t think I’d leave everything in my office without a contingency plan, did you? If you know anything about me at all, it’s that I’m suspicious and thorough. So…whoever has the plans knows it won’t work without the key, eh?”
Ryan briefly paused from straining. What Jarrod was saying caught his attention. Listening to the precautions taken to protect his discovery was not out of character. Ryan realized that whoever had stolen this data was going to be disappointed. This was a provocative thought and he stared at Jarrod questioningly.
“And secondly,” Jarrod continued, noticing the puzzled look on his cousin’s face, “I want to know how you plan to use my machine. I’m sure your technical people have diagnosed that the machine’s capacity is directly related to scale-the bigger the object, the more nuclear fuel is needed to overcome its gravity. What’s your cockeyed plan for getting the fuel you’ll need? Honestly, Ryan…I gave you more credit than this. Do you hate me so much that you’ve chanced going to prison? You won’t be such a big man in the slammer, Cuz. Someone’ll make you his bitch.”
“Auugh…mmmmh…” Ryan kept murmuring, rejoining his effort to break the restraints. Sweat was running down his forehead, the exertion against his bonds beginning to take a toll.
“Easy now, damn it. You really should get a handle on your temper. Now listen to me, Cuz. I’m going to take off the tape, but if you get belligerent…it’s going right back on, understand? Blink once if you agree,” he instructed, looking to see if Ryan would concur.
Ryan blinked and Jarrod grabbed a corner of the adhesive tape and tore it quickly from his mouth.
Ryan grimaced. “You son-of-a-bitch,” he began. “How can y… you think I had anything to do with this, uh…break-in of yours?” he stammered, his words shooting out like a jet of water from a high-pressure hose. He rushed to convey as much as possible before Jarrod replaced the tape on his mouth.
“I didn’t have anything to do with any break-in. You’re framing me. It’s you that vandalized the crane at my construction site,” he shouted. “You could have killed someone. I thought Virginia was a low blow, but this…Christ, man, you really are sick,” he said, straining forward in his seat, his eyes bulging as if he were possessed.
“Wait a second,” Jarrod replied, looking momentarily startled. “What are you talking about? I’ve never been anywhere near one of your construction sites. What possible reason would there be for me to tamper with your equipment? You, on the other hand, have a perfect motive for breaking into my office. You’re consumed with revenge-you can’t get past the practical joke I pulled in New York, which I know you enjoyed. Geez…I never thought Sarah would take it that seriously,” he argued, looking puzzled.
Ryan could see genuine confusion on his cousin’s face. It surprised him. He wasn’t prepared to consider the possibility that Jarrod hadn’t tampered with his crane.
“Don’t play dumb with me,” Ryan said. “I don’t know anyone else even remotely capable of murder. There’s no one in the high-steel business that would do something this low-down; it means certain death. You, on the other hand have a history of such things. You hired someone to collapse my crane. What’s your plan this time… strip away my business, discredit me, put me in jail? I know this is your doing, Cuz,” he emphasized, throwing Jarrod’s derogatory nickname back in his face. “Now untie me, you miserable ass.”
“Really, Ryan…you can’t be serious,” Jarrod laughed. “I’m not about to release you. Aside from your outlandish allegations, which are wildly imaginative, you’ll stay tied up until the police arrive. You left evidence at the scene; there’s a manhunt for you over three states. I just thought we’d chat a bit, catch up on old times, and maybe you’d tell me what provoked you to break into my office. If you cooperate, maybe it’ll help you later. But make no mistake…you’re going to pay for this, Ryan. Now tell me who has the equations…not that it matters; I have everything backed up. The machine won’t work without me,” Jarrod said smugly, crossing his arms.
“Listen to me carefully, Jarrod: I-didn’t-break-into-your-office. I-don’t-know-who-did!” Ryan yelled, pausing to emphasize each word. “Any evidence was obviously planted to make it look like I was there. Do tell…what’s this evidence?”
“You left a handwritten note on LSI stationary,” Jarrod said, shaking his head in wonder, perplexed that Ryan was able to sound so convincing. “I admit…it seems a bit amateurish, even by your standards, but there’s also a strand of hair, which I’ll bet anything will match your DNA. But the most damning evidence is your knowledge of my password: Amerigodivina, a combination of Nono and Nana’s first names. No one but you could have come up with that word. Your goose is cooked, Ryan,” he said, looking like a prosecuting attorney who had just delivered irrefutable evidence to a jury.
“Damnit, Jarrod, don’t you see what’s happening? I didn’t know your password!” Ryan exclaimed. “You’re supposed to be the smart one. Think about it…it’s a set-up. My construction site was vandalized the same time that your research was stolen. This is no coincidence. Someone’s pitting us against one another, and is using the thing we prize most as a means to that end. You need to think real hard about who might be willing to sell you out. Now, pleasssee… cut me loose. We’ve got to work this out together, whether we like it or not.”
“No, no, no…not so fast, mister,” Jarrod replied, massaging his temples. He was pacing now, trying to make sense of everything he was hearing. It was true; there did seem to be a conspiracy. But who would sell him out? By and large, his research was secret and proprietary, guarded by Quantum Dimensions. There were very few people who knew the extent of the antigravity research. Niles Penburton and he didn’t always see eye to eye, true, but Niles was also an astute businessman. He would never compromise the antigravity discovery before it was patented to Quantum, just as the partnership documents stipulated. Jarrod was dispirited by these thoughts, but had to admit his fool of a cousin did make good sense.
“Tell me more about what went down at the construction site,” he asked. “Why are you so sure I’m responsible?”
Ryan squirmed in his seat, looking incredulous, but took the time to fully describe what had occurred with the tower crane, and how he had come to decide it was time to confront the animosity between them.
“Don’t you see? Isn’t it obvious why I’d draw this conclusion?” Ryan asked. “We’ve been at each other’s throats all our lives. I’m sick of the way things have turned out between us, but there’s nothing I can do about the past. But the stunt you pulled with the prostitute was way over the top.” He hung his head at the memory of all that followed the fateful evening with Virginia. “I’ve wanted to kill you for losing Sarah, and it’s become an obsession. I have no peace. The only thing that keeps me sane is my business. When that cop showed up in Taos threatening my livelihood, I snapped…I knew it was you. But it appears that we’ve both been set up. For Christ’s sake, man, can’t you see what’s happening here?”
“Listen, Ryan,” Jarrod bitterly replied, his face etched with anger as he spoke. “You seem blissfully out of touch with the reason I arranged the whore in New York. Remember Ginner Torrez… Virginia Torrez, my high school girlfriend? You had the pick of any girl in school and yet you asked Ginner to the Junior prom? She only went with you because we’d had a fight, but that was the last straw. You started this vendetta between us, pal. Then you and Sarah conspired to break up my relationship with Sela, when you knew how I felt about her! You both had it coming. My little charade was as much an indictment against Sarah as it was you. You turned Sela against me with all the stories of our childhood rivalry. When you were through, she wouldn’t give me the time of day.”
Slamming a fist on the table, he took a deep breath and continued. “You talk about hatred? I’ve despised you from the day I learned you and Sarah undermined my relationship with Sela. I had no idea Sarah would react the way she did, but honestly…it came out better than I’d hoped. None of this would’ve happened if it weren’t for you two. You’re dead to me now…regardless of our kinship.”
“Hold on just a damn minute,” Ryan barked back. “You can’t hold me responsible for what sisters share. Of course Sela knew about our rocky past, and yes…I may have acknowledged a few of the more outlandish stories, but it was never done maliciously or to influence Sela’s opinion of you. You’re my blood, Jarrod. Do you actually think I purposely sabotaged you? Whatever happened between you and Sela had nothing to do with me,” he said, staring straight into Jarrod’s eyes, making sure not to flinch, look away, or give any outward sign that might be interpreted as a lie. In fact, he was telling the absolute truth.
“Then how do you explain why Sela ended our relationship so abruptly? We were close all through college, and even though we ended up on opposite ends of the country, we had an understanding that once our circumstances changed, we’d commit to a real relationship. Then she suddenly became withdrawn and wouldn’t explain why except to say she’d discussed some things with Sarah and you, and decided a relationship would never work out between us. She claimed the hostility between us was a big reason behind her decision. How did you think that felt, Ryan? You betrayed me, and it was deliberate.”
“You’ve got it all wrong, Jarrod,” Ryan said earnestly. They’d arrived at the crux of their conflict, and he needed to make the sales pitch of his life. “I admit that asking Ginner to the Junior prom was an act of revenge. You had it coming though. Remember all your taunts in school about my grades? How you used to publicly embarrass me for being stupid? You knew my grades drove my mother insane, but you never let up. Ginner was payback for that. But Sarah and I never undermined you. If I recall, Sela questioned your ability to make a commitment. She was struggling with her desire to have a relationship with you, but felt it was impossible because you were both so committed to your research. It was nothing more insidious than that. I promise you…I never tried to influence Sela’s feelings one way or the other. I’m just as certain that Sarah didn’t either. She would’ve told me. Don’t you get what the hatred is doing to us? I’m so sick of it…”
“I don’t believe you, Ryan,” Jarrod said, his arms still crossing his chest. “You’ll say anything to be set free. I know there’s more to this than you’re letting on. There was something that hastened Sela’s decision to end our relationship and you’re behind it, just like with Ginner. Once I figured that out, I spent every free moment planning a payback. You of all people know how I am. You knew I’d retaliate. When the Trade Center disaster hit and mom told me you’d be going to New York City, I set the Virginia plan in action. Pure Italian revenge, just like the old days. You ruined my relationship, I ruined yours… simple as that,” he stated sardonically, as if he were describing something as inconsequential as two children squabbling over a toy.
Jarrod continued, “As I said, it turned out much better than I planned. Imagine my surprise-I had no idea that Sarah would actually divorce you over it. You can’t plan such a thing,” he said with a malicious grin.
“Well, she did, you son-of-a-bitch,” Ryan retorted, his face scarlet with anger. “You got me…okay? You got me real good. Satisfied? So what now? I lost Sarah because of you; you think Sela left because of me. Are you really going to turn me over to the police, or can we try to work this through together? You must be getting the sense that someone else is behind all this. Come on, Jarrod, wake up…cut me out of this fucking chair!”
“I have to admit,” Jarrod replied slowly, “there’s something about all this that just doesn’t ring true. But I still think my only option is to turn you over to Palo Alto PD or I could become an accessory.”
All of a sudden, both men froze at the sound of a doorbell ringing. “Who the hell could that be?” Jarrod said, more irritated than startled by this new interruption. Ryan began shouting and shaking his head forcefully to resist being silenced once again, as Jarrod quickly re-taped his mouth.
“Shut up and hold still, goddamnit. That better not be Millicent; I’ve told her never to bother me at home. I’m about fed up with this bullshit,” he muttered as he left the room.
The private investigator watched with keen interest as the woman and her son walked up the front steps of 265 Lomita Lane. Even though it was past 10:30 p.m., these two seemed determined to make immediate contact with the owner. It had been a veritable wild goose chase keeping up with them. Their plane from Albuquerque took them to Las Vegas, but the connecting flight was delayed for several hours before conveying them to John Wayne Airport in Orange County. They had finally arrived in San Francisco, rented a car, and continued directly to Palo Alto, where they now waited on the steps of the house.
He had no idea what was so important that these two would suddenly fly across two states to confront the occupant. But whatever their motivation, he was not feeling as good about this assignment as he had when they left Albuquerque. Rather than hold back any longer, he decided he’d better leave the car and prepare to intercede if the situation warranted.
The woman and young man stood on the porch for several minutes before a light went on, the door opened, and they entered. The young man he was charged with following was now out his sight. Not good, the man thought. I need to find out what’s happening in that house.



TWENTY-NINE


Livermore, California
Richard Kilmer’s team departed near 23:00 hours for the hour-long drive to the Lawrence Livermore Lab. They had completed a comprehensive dry run of the mission, with each man reciting his respective tactical responsibilities for the op. Following the rehearsal, they undertook personal measures to mentally prepare for the coming conflict. It was paramount to maintain clear-headed, dispassionate reasoning when facing dangerous conditions, which meant controlling anxiety prior to the mission, and each man had a different routine for achieving this state of readiness.
Sully Metusack remained lighthearted in spite of the seriousness of the pending operation and typically jostled around, told off-color jokes, and teased everyone to keep his mind clear. Ivan Krilenko, who didn’t say much under normal circumstances, sat in quiet contemplation, his eyes closed as he focused his concentration on the approaching op. Colt Hamil’s preparation was an anomaly. While most men slowed themselves down to achieve tranquility, the normally hyperactive Hamil preferred to stay busy. His preparation consisted of re-inventorying and securing all the available equipment, rechecking the vehicles for any last-minute attention, and glancing again at the weather satellite for any changes in road conditions that might affect his route. But when Colt finally sat behind the wheel, he was a model of composure.
As the team readied to depart, the men, dressed in black nomex, strapped on various weapons and ammo, adjusted their night-vision goggles, and established the variable radio frequency for the mission. They were split into three groups: Tom Starkovich, Sully Metusack, and Ivan Krilenko would be the first to enter the facility, followed closely by Rafael Nuzam and Terry Ventura, who would set the explosives after the first team breached the lab. Colt would drive Kilmer and Dallas Weaver in the Humvee, waiting near the main gate for the guard station to be cleared. According to plan, Kilmer expected to pick up the cargo and be back at headquarters by 01:30 hours. It was time to get the mission underway.
Two black, windowless service vans rolled out of the Bayshore team headquarters. The black Humvee exited last, stopping briefly for Weaver to close the overhead warehouse door. At the first intersection, each vehicle went in separate directions to throw off any potential surveillance, even though none was expected. The night was clear and pitch black, just as Kilmer had wanted. Conditions were nearly perfect for the mission.
“Tooz, Team Leader,” Kilmer said into his voice-activated radio that operated hands-free. “Advise b’fore goin’ in.”
“Affirmative, Team Leader,” Metusack replied. “We’ll arrive on site in ten. After staging, will confirm our move. Stand by.”
“Righto, Tooz,” Kilmer replied.
“Rafie, Team Leader-any burrs?” Kilmer asked his second-in-command, leading the demolition team.
“All clear, Team Leader,” Rafie reported, understanding that these perfunctory questions were merely to check communications. “Same schedule…about ten. Will advise before entry.”
“Ten-four, Rafie,” Kilmer said. “Keep the channel clear.”
Tooz, Stark, and Krilenko arrived at the Lawrence Livermore Lab site and parked about 100 yards from the fence closest to the water tower. Both cargo vans would be abandoned. It mattered little where they parked so long as they weren’t spotted by the lab’s photo-security surveillance, which initial reconnaissance indicated only extended fifty yards beyond the perimeter fencing. Abandoning the vehicles at this distance was considered reasonably safe.
Rafie had registered ownership of both vans to individuals known by Homeland Security to be sympathetic to Al-Qaeda dissidents. This was the first step in misdirecting the law enforcement who would be investigating the crime.
As the first team approached the lab, the men could see its impressive size from miles away. The facility’s sparkle of lights illuminated the horizon ahead like a desert mirage shimmering in the night. Even though it was near midnight, Lawrence Livermore Lab looked to be in full operation: Steam rose from two large, chimney-like structures, a flashing beacon rotated atop a massive radio transmission tower, and the facility showed every sign of an active, research-intensive operation. Had any of the men really stopped to contemplate the difficulty of breaking into this compound, they might have reconsidered the decision.
When the first team had parked, they began gathering the gear they would take into the facility. Stark and Tooz would climb the tower to set up Thor, the M-24 sniper weapons system; although Thor was lightweight compared to other weapons of this caliber, a close proximity to the tower was necessary to avoid fatigue hauling everything 100 feet to the top. Krilenko moved ahead to isolate a section of the electric fence he would cut through to access the facility. Gear in hand, the men made their way to the perimeter.
Krilenko cautiously approached the fence. He located the photo cameras surveying the perimeter and fired a paintball-like projectile at each camera, splashing an oily substance on the lens. In this manner, security wouldn’t be unduly alarmed by the lack of clarity, but would simply send a guard to investigate; totally defusing the camera would warrant a more forceful response. He next donned protective gloves and stood on a thick rubber mat to affix a bypass conductor across a single panel of the fence. This allowed the 10,000 volts of current buzzing through the perimeter fence to continue flowing uninterruptedly. The bypass completed, he cut a six-foot square opening in the fence to allow access. They were ready to breach the Livermore facility.
“Team Leader, Assault Team’s ready; standing by to breach,” Tooz said.
“Ten-four, Assault. Wait on Demo Team before goin’ in,” Kilmer said, sticking to their choreography of the op.
“Team Leader, Demo. We’re on site right behind Assault Team; will rendezvous shortly,” Rafie replied.
“Good oh, mates. Square off. Transport Team’s standin’ by…stay frosty,” Kilmer said, using his trademark phrase for wishing good luck but advising caution.
Within moments, Nuzam and Ventura joined Starkovich, Krilenko, and Metusack at the opening in the fence leading into the lab compound. Using thumbs-up hand signals, they each indicated they were ready, and the men in turn stepped through the fence.
“Team Leader, both teams active…stand by,” Rafie reported.
The men used their night-vision goggles to advance directly to their assigned posts. The water tower was only fifty yards from the fence opening, and after unfolding the access ladder mounted on the side of the tower, Stark and Tooz immediately began their ascent. Krilenko took a position atop a cargo truck parked nearby, across from a large warehouse. This elevated vantage point allowed a superior position to cover the sniper deployment and watch for stray guards; he was certain someone would eventually investigate the faulty camera aimed at this part of the compound.
At the same time, Rafie haphazardly dropped additional telltale paraphernalia along his way to intersect the electric substation: personal possessions and a small fanny pack containing articles that couldn’t be confused for anything but Middle Eastern in origin. The substation provided the electrical power for the entire Livermore complex, and Ventura would use a brand of C-4 plastic explosive known to be manufactured by Al-Qaeda sources. It was Rafie’s goal to throw off Homeland Security by implicating a local terrorist organization in the heist. As Rafie planted evidence to be found in the aftermath, Ventura set the explosive to blow the substation.
With help from Tooz, it was just a few minutes before Stark had set up the tripod to deploy the sniper system. He took a comfortable spread-eagle position, lying on his stomach behind the powerful weapon he called Thor. Tooz helped configure the clips of. 308-magnum ammo, which he laid alongside the gun’s feed mechanism. In this manner, Stark could easily trigger semi-automatic rounds without difficulty. This part of the mission completed, Tooz bade Stark farewell and began his decent.
“Team Leader, Thor’s ready to rock,” Stark whispered softly into his mike.
“Ten-four, Stark,” Kilmer replied. “Hang a tick for the lights.”
Rafie was covering Ventura while he wired the C-4 plastic explosive to the substation. The structure was protected by another chain link fence, but this was easily infiltrated, allowing Ventura access to the building. There were two massive transformers that received power off the grid from Pacific Gas and Electric, which the substation distributed through high-voltage cables throughout the compound. Ventura had previously determined from the aerial photos that blowing the transformers would take out the entire facility in one strike. He estimated two pounds of plastic would disable the structure. In just a minute, he was ready. The mission was about to escalate.
“Team Leader, Surgeon…the substation’s rigged to blow. Your call,” Ventura reported.
“Ten-four, Surgeon…stand by. Stark, ya game?” Kilmer asked, making sure his sniper was ready to neutralize the main gate.
“Green light…guard in the crosshairs…he’s out with the lights,” Stark replied.
“All teams, Team Leader. Brin’ the thunder…operation’s a go,” Kilmer said, giving the final command. The mission was now underway and success depended on everyone’s commencing their orders and working in concert.
No sooner had Kilmer given the command than there was a deafening explosion that rocked the entire compound. The lights were immediately doused and the emergency backup lighting system spontaneously activated.
Starkovich focused, held his breath, and squeezed the trigger, sending the first. 308-magnum bullet through the thick, reinforced glass of the guard shack. The velocity of the bullet slowed some-what as it penetrated the glass, but slammed into the first guard’s cheekbone with such tremendous impact that the man’s entire head exploded. For a moment, Stark was staring through the infrared scope of the M-24 at a headless man, before he finally slumped to the floor. The pitch-black surroundings momentarily disoriented the second guard, who was covered with a warm, greasy substance that he couldn’t immediately distinguish. Fortunately, he had not seen the crimson splash of blood covering the room, which, a moment before, had been his partner’s head.
Stark put the crosshairs on the second guard, drew his breath, and squeezed the trigger, sending another round into the guard shack. In like fashion, the second man’s head blew cleanly off his body. Neither man felt a thing. Instant death; good kill, Stark thought to himself.
“Main entrance clear,” Stark whispered. “Join the party.”
Colt Hamil anticipated the explosion and was racing toward the compound in the armored Humvee. He had designed the fortified vehicle specifically for this mission. It had a massive hardened-steel front bumper to blast through anything that stood in its way. It was armored with an impervious titanium shell and bullet- proof glass. The occupants of the Humvee were completely protected from conventional law enforcement weaponry. Only a missile launcher could take out this rig.
“Hold on,” said Colt, grimacing and gripping the wheel.
All three men were strapped into special seat harnesses to absorb the impact when the vehicle collided with the reinforced main gate to the facility. Kilmer and Weaver followed his instruction, bracing themselves for impact. From the nervous look on both men’s faces, it was obvious that even though they trusted Colt’s driving abilities, they were not accustomed to hitting an immovable structure at high speed.
Colt was traveling near sixty-five miles per hour when he rammed into the concrete structure protecting the main entrance, which promptly exploded on impact. As soon as he cleared the entrance, he screeched to a near-stop to regain control of the vehicle.
“That’s how we do that, gentlemen,” he said off-handedly, looking relieved but satisfied with himself. He took an immediate left turn and accelerated to the containment center where the nuclear fuel they had come to extract was stored. So far, everything was going according to plan.
At the time of the explosion, however, a four-man security detail came roaring up to the area where both teams had breached the fence. They stopped beneath the tower so Starkovich was unable to draw a bead on this advancing counter-force.
“We’ve got company,” Krilenko said in his heavy Russian accent. He began firing at this security detail, hitting the first two guards. The other two took cover and began returning his fire. They were unprepared for additional firepower coming from Tooz, who had taken a cover position equidistant between the tower and the demolished substation.
“I’m on it,” Tooz replied in a steely voice. He returned their fire and both men went down, but not before calling in reinforcements. It would soon become apparent just how many guards were actually at Livermore Lab. Reinforcements were on the way.
“Special delivery, boys,” Colt said with a touch of bravado as he brought the Humvee to a skidding halt in front of the containment room. “Let’s do this,” he added, looking over his shoulder with a smirk while Kilmer and Weaver threw open the door. Scrambling from the Humvee, they raced the last few feet to the entrance of the containment building. As they did, Colt repositioned the vehicle for a fast get-away and took up a hidden position to provide cover for Kilmer and Weaver.
“Let’s put a bite on,” Kilmer yelled, as he and Weaver raced to the corridor leading down to the repository. They recognized the large cargo door that was used to transfer restricted material into the building, but it was the smaller door the men isolated. Kilmer shot out the backup lighting while Weaver began placing the shape charge on the door hinges, just as Ventura had specified. He pressed the malleable Simtex explosive onto each of the hinges, taking care not to introduce the firing mechanism until each was properly set. It was only minutes before he was ready to blow the door.
“Fire in the hole,” he said to Kilmer, ready to detonate the charge. Both men ducked behind the side of the building as Weaver pressed the remote control to trigger the explosion. They felt a slight tremble and saw a brief flash of light as the Simtex detonated.
“Damn…that was it?” Weaver asked, as they both returned to the door opening. The shape charge worked perfectly, blowing the door from the building with a minimum of damage. “Terry’s a surgeon, alright. Look at that…nothing’s damaged but the door.” he said, shrugging his shoulders.
“Move yer arse!” said Kilmer, wasting no time in discussing the obvious. The smoke was still clearing as they entered the building. Kilmer ran to the elevator, pressed the button, and was relieved that the building’s backup electrical system had kept the elevator operational. The doors immediately opened and the men stepped inside.
“All teams, hostiles responding from unidentified location,” Stark said from his vantage point on the water tower. He drew a bead on the driver of the first vehicle, squeezed the trigger, and watched the truck drive into a light standard at the corner of the upcoming intersection. The remaining men scurried from the back of the truck like roaches from beneath a restaurant dumpster.
“Stay alert! Counter-forces everywhere! Shadow, three vehicles converging on the substation. Colt, two more heading your way. The exits are cleared.” He kept pumping out. 308 rounds of ammo from the M-24 as fast as he could focus and fire.
Things were no better in the containment building. As soon as Kilmer and Weaver exited the elevator, they were greeted by an unexpected guard outpost that stood between them and the room holding the nuclear material. Having heard the explosion above, they rushed to defend this area with all force necessary.
Weaver was first to exit the elevator and stepped into a hail of bullets. Kilmer saw him fall with a gunshot to his face that tore his jaw away. Other bullets hit him in the chest and legs.
“Bugger me…shit, Colt, git yer arse down here,” Kilmer bellowed into his com unit. “Dallas is down…it looks ugly. I repeat…Dallas is down!”
“Ten-four,” Colt replied. “On my way.”
Kilmer reached into his belt and pulled out a flash-bang. He pulled the pin to activate the grenade-like countermeasure and tossed it down the hall toward the guards. It exploded, blinding them with intense magnesium light that would keep them incapacitated for the next few seconds until their retinas recovered.
Kilmer made his next move without hesitation. He pressed the elevator button, returning it to the surface. At the same time, he charged into the hallway, both his nine-millimeter guns blazing at the guards. He could see them perfectly with his night-vision goggles, but neither of them would ever see anything again. He fired three shots into each guard, stopping to put a final bullet into the head of each, guaranteeing that neither would recover.
He raced back to check on Weaver. The bullet that tore through his mouth had nicked the carotid artery and his heart was spurting blood all over the floor. He was alive and unconscious, but wouldn’t last more than a few minutes.
“Colt, Dallas is beside the lift; have a gander and do what ya can for ‘im. I’m goin’ for the cargo. Hang before goin’ topside,” Kilmer said, composing himself. He knew that Colt was already approaching the elevator and would follow orders.
Hearing Kilmer report that Weaver was down filled the other men with a new sense of urgency. They knew without hesitation that the mission parameters were blown, and that the new imperative was to evacuate as soon as possible. Everyone began retreating to the Humvee, being extra vigilant to provide cover fire as they made their way to the rendezvous point. Stark didn’t falter, leaping up from his prone position he immediately descended the water tower.
“ Thor’s out of action,” he said, so everyone knew he was no longer their eyes from high above the compound.
“Ten-four, Stark, I’ve got you covered,” said Tooz, who was still nearby the tower. The remainder of the men had left for the Humvee, but Tooz wouldn’t leave Stark alone and unprotected while he vacated his position.
Kilmer reached the door to the containment center, which had a pass-code to activate before opening. He entered the code that Holloway had provided and was pleasantly surprised that it opened, first try. Crikey, he thought. I’ve got the pass-code but no intel on guards down here? Gimme a fuckin’ break.
Kilmer entered the containment room. He scanned the area left of the door and immediately located the cart containing the enriched uranium they came to retrieve. The two-foot, square, lead-lined box was positioned to the left of the entrance. He unlocked the wheel-casters and began pushing the cart toward the door. Even with the terrible difficulties encountered so far, he felt they were still on schedule. All he needed was to get this cart back to the surface, load it into the Humvee, and exit the premises. He tried not to think about Weaver. There would be plenty of time to debrief the mishap following the mission.
“What the hell just happened?” Colt asked as Kilmer made his way into the elevator with twenty pounds of enriched uranium. Even in the pitch dark of the elevator, both men could see clearly with the night-vision that Weaver was in shock and dying, with blood still pumping from his neck and a tangled mass of red flesh and cartilage barely hanging where his mouth used to be. There was no way to stem the flow and nowhere to compress the wound; nothing could be done. He was a casualty of the mission.
“My bad…we’re balls up, pally,” Kilmer replied, half shrugging his shoulders and leaning over Weaver to inspect the severity of his wound. “No time to yap about it. Let’s git him topside…maybe Sully can figure somethin’. I’m dead cert on one thing…this recon sucks. Holloway’s full ‘o shit. This pisses me off…I’m gonna kill somebody’s arse for this.”
“You’ll be standing in line,” Colt replied, his jaw clenched, a look of fury in his eyes. “Dallas was a good man. There’ll be a reckoning,” he said solemnly, referring to their fallen team member as if he were already dead.
“Ya tellin’ me,” Kilmer agreed. “Just now…let’s git the cargo out o’ here. If we’re lucky, he’ll live ‘til we find a doc.”
Conditions were even more hectic at the surface. Stark had rejoined Tooz and the two of them hurried toward the Humvee. Krilenko, Ventura, and Nuzam were likewise retreating to the rendezvous point but were caught in a furious gun battle with a dozen guards firing automatic weapons. The team was out-manned and out-gunned.
Krilenko had taken a round in the upper thigh and was being dragged, limping on one leg, to the Humvee by Ventura. Nuzam was left to cover their flank and was doing his best to stave off the onslaught. Everything he had feared about breaching this compound was coming true. The unresolved intel on the number and strength of the counter-forces had caused several injuries; it sounded like Weaver was terminally injured, Krilenko was wounded, and they were still on the property. The likelihood of getting out with their skins, let alone the cargo, seemed remote.
“Colt, what’s your location?” Nuzam shouted as they approached the Humvee to find it standing unoccupied. “We don’t have much time. Guards are bearing down on this location. We’ve only got a few seconds left here, guys.”
“Colt’s with me,” Rafie,” Kilmer replied. “He’s got Dallas and I’ve got the cargo…we’re off in two minutes.”
“We don’t have two minutes,” Nuzam urgently shouted. “There’s a shitload of guards out front. We can’t hold them off that long. We need you and Colt up here now!” he yelled. “Fuck the cargo!”
Nuzam and Ventura loaded Krilenko into the Humvee and were awaiting Starkovich and Metusack. Guards were raining bullets from automatic weapons down on the Hummer. The men inside were completely protected, but couldn’t return fire without opening the doors. In any case, they would be vulnerable when the doors were opened to admit the rest of the team. Their situation looked bleak.
“Can it; we ain’t squibin’ out,” Kilmer replied, shocked that Rafie would dare suggest they abandon the plan at this juncture. Clearly, the op was in chaos, but this was exactly what these men had trained for. “We’re at the lift…give us cover. And we’re haulin’ the cargo. Out!”
“Team Leader, Tooz…Stark’s with me. We’ll provide cover while you get Dallas squared away and load the cargo. Leave us if necessary…we’ll take a van out o’ here. Do what you gotta do, Boss…”
Typical of Tooz, Kilmer thought. Bravo! He never thinks of himself, just how to get the job done with the least amount of difficulty. Good bloke!
“Yer blood’s worth bottlin’, Tooz, but negative, we leave t’gether. Now lay the lead mates ’cause we’re blowin’ through…”
Stark and Tooz held their positions and began pumping lead at the guards closest to the Humvee. Their night vision was still a huge advantage. The guards were merely aiming in the general location of the black Humvee. They had the advantage of firepower, but without lights their effort was unfocussed and largely ineffective. It was relatively easy for Tooz and Stark to stave off their assault, buying precious time for the men loading into the Humvee.
Rafie opened the rear of the vehicle and helped Kilmer load the container. Meanwhile, Ventura opened the side panel and assisted Colt with Weaver. This done, Colt shut the door and climbed into the driver’s seat. He fired up the Humvee and jammed it into reverse, speeding backward toward the guards, who were again bringing heavy gunfire.
“Tooz, where are you, man?” he asked, trying to close the distance between their location and the vehicle.
“Stop now or you’ll pass us,” Tooz yelled back.
Both he and Stark bolted from their secure locations, exposing themselves to the guards, who could now see the Humvee more clearly with the headlights. They made a mad dash toward the open side-door that Colt had correctly positioned on the opposite side of the gunfire. They dove into the opening, which Rafie promptly shut behind them.
“Hit it, Colt!” Kilmer yelled. “Git us the hell out o’ here!”
Colt stomped down on the accelerator and the Humvee sped away, leaving a wake of dead guards and destruction as they disappeared from the scene.
“Tooz, have a gander at Dallas. What can ya do for ‘im?” Kilmer asked as they both converged on him at once.
“Nothing,” Tooz replied, his face stone-cold as he pressed his ear against Weaver’s chest, unable to check for a pulse from the carotid artery. “No heartbeat, Boss…we’ve lost him.”
“Shit! Bugger me…” Kilmer said, slamming his fist on the roof of the Humvee. “Good oh…check on Ivan,” he said next, more upset than he wanted to let on. Weaver wasn’t just a valuable team member, but one he considered a friend. Colt was dead-on accurate. There was going to be a reckoning for his death.
“I’ll be okay,” Ivan said, as Tooz began inspecting his leg wound.
“Looks like the femur’s broken, but the blood flow’s manageable. I can get him stabilized at the warehouse, but he’ll need a doctor,” Tooz replied.
Colt was speeding away from the Lawrence Livermore Lab and bearing down on the location of the Peterbilt tractor-trailer he left parked about three miles away. So far, there was no response from the local police, but he knew there was only a limited time before they would respond to the 911 call for backup. He brought the Humvee to a skidding halt as Kilmer and Rafie jumped out to open the doors of the semi-trailer and extract the ramps. Meanwhile, Tooz, Ventura, and Stark leaped out and headed to the SUV that was also parked on the street. The ramps extended, Colt guided the Humvee into the back of the trailer.
“You gonna be okay in here for awhile?” he asked, turning to face Ivan as he stepped out of the Humvee. “I hate to leave you with Dallas, but we’ve got to get our asses movin’.”
“No problem,” Ivan replied, his jaw set, a resolute look on his angular face. “I’ll keep him company. Dallas shouldn’t be back here alone.”
“Good man,” Colt replied. “Sit tight…we’ll be at the warehouse in a jiffy.”
“We’re back on plan,” Kilmer said, as Colt exited the semi-trailer and they closed and bolted the doors. “Rafie, we’ll square up later, as planned. Ya follow?”
“Sure thing; we’ve got a lot to discuss,” he said, facing Kilmer with a scowl. There was no mistaking the unspoken meaning behind his comment. Rafie would hold him accountable for an op he warned was folly from the start.
Kilmer jumped into the tractor-trailer and looked at Colt, who coaxed the semi away from the curb. Neither of the men said another word. There was nothing to be said. They heard the far-off sound of sirens wailing in the distance, disturbing the peaceful night air, and knew that police vehicles were bearing down quickly on the Lawrence Livermore Lab. The mission was successful, considering they had extracted the atomic fuel Holloway commissioned them to procure, but it was also an abject failure from the standpoint that they had lost a valuable member of their team. Indeed, Dallas Weaver was an integral and irreplaceable member. There was none other like him.
The two men sat in silence, stone-faced, their hearts heavy, and gripped with the terrible realization of what their success had cost them.



THIRTY


Stanford University
The private investigator following Jeremiah Marshall to Stanford University was disturbed when his subject disappeared inside the home on Lomita Lane. He crept slowly closer to the house, hoping for a better look at what might be happening inside. The blinds were partially drawn, but he could just make out his two subjects conversing with another man in the center of the room. Whatever they were discussing, the young man was quite animated, wildly flailing his arms as he presumably explained the reason behind the unexpected late-night visit.
Just as the man was stepping past the corner of the house to get a better vantage point, he suddenly encountered another man crouched low below a window, dressed in black, a hood covering his face. He was startled and the man’s presence caught him off-guard.
“What the hel…” was all he could mouth before the man brought a crushing blow down on his skull. He immediately crumpled. The man in black searched him quickly, confiscating his wallet, and then dragged him around the side of the house, hiding him beneath the bushes. The assailant happily noted that his quarry’s head was bleeding profusely, which assured he’d be no more bother. He would survive the assault, but would need several stitches to close the wound when he awoke.
The man in black swiftly resumed his surveillance along the side yard of Dr. Jarrod Conrad’s house. His original assignment had been to kill Conrad, making it look like his cousin Ryan Marshall had committed the crime, but the order had drastically changed. His new orders were to have no contact with either man until the time arrived to bring Conrad to the Bayshore warehouse, which seemed simple enough, until these additional people complicated the matter. First it was the big fella; but now two unexpected bystanders, with a tail, had also descended on Conrad’s house. He didn’t have the luxury of consulting with Kilmer as the Livermore job was already underway, but conditions here were rapidly deteriorating. He would have to improvise and deal with the consequences. No other choice, the man thought. Just the way I like it.
Jarrod Conrad had closed his office door to further silence Ryan’s muffled protests on his way to answer the doorbell. He was troubled by the interruption, wondering who could be calling at such a late hour. Leaving Ryan unattended in the back room was not a welcome idea. He planned to quickly dismiss whoever was the cause of this untimely disturbance, and resume the startling discussion with his unruly captive.
“Yes,” he said opening the door to the two people standing on his porch. “What do you want…it’s awfully late…don’t you know what time it is?” he asked inhospitably. He flipped on the porch light as he spoke.
“Jarrod, its Sarah and Jeremiah. We apologize for bothering you. Can we come in?” she asked, stepping closer to the doorway.
“Wonders never cease!” Jarrod exclaimed, trying to disguise his utter shock at finding Ryan’s ex-wife and son standing on his porch. Even though he fought to maintain his composure, a frightened look betrayed his distress. His heart was racing as he exclaimed, “My goodness, what a surprise! Yes, by all means…please come in.” What the hell! How can they be here, too?
Sarah and Jeremiah stepped hesitantly into the coziness of Jarrod’s living room. One could immediately tell he lived alone and loved to read. There were stacks of medical journals on the couch, end table, and at several locations on the floor next to what was certainly his favorite reading chair. While the room didn’t look overly untidy, it definitely had the feeling of a bachelor’s quarters. There was an open pizza box that contained the remaining half of a vegetarian pizza alongside several crumpled diet Coke cans, and a framed autographed photo of the women’s gold medal volleyball team prominently displayed on the wall. Several articles of clothing were draped carelessly over the dining room chairs. Only one person lived in this home.
“What brings you to Stanford?” Jarrod asked, nervously rearranging the stacks of journals on the sofa and offering a seat with a wave of his trembling hand. He felt flushed; perspiration was breaking out on his forehead.
“Have you seen Ryan?” Sarah asked, hoping her question didn’t set off any alarms.
“This isn’t a social visit, Uncle Jarrod,” Jeremiah cut in intemperately, interrupting his mother. “We know about what’s happened at Dad’s job site in Taos, and the accusation that he broke into your lab. He’s on his way to confront you and I’m here to stop him from doing something stupid. It’s time this idiotic hatred you have for each other is brought to an end,” he said, wildly gesticulating and pacing the room as he spoke.
“Listen, Jarrod, this feuding between you and Ryan has got to stop,” Sarah said, stepping between Jarrod and her son as she spoke. “For years it’s been eating at both of you and tearing this family apart. When’s it going to be enough? Now the authorities are involved. I’m so upset, I could just strangle you both. I’m sick of it,” she said, lashing out with her arm to emphasize her contempt.
“Both of you need to just settle down,” Jarrod said, offering up a meager defense. “I don’t appreciate your insinuation that I’m responsible for what happened at Ryan’s job site. I can assure you…I had nothing to do with anything that happened in Taos. Your blame is misplaced. On the other hand, the police have found evidence placing Ryan in my lab, and very valuable research is missing. Now you tell me…” he paused, “what would cause Ryan to come after me when he’s created this problem?”
“I don’t know, Uncle Jarrod, but we know he means to confront you. That’s what he told Mom and that’s why we’re here. If we don’t stop him, something much worse is likely to happen,” Jeremiah said, the emotional strain cutting deeply into his face.
“So you haven’t seen him, then?” Sarah asked hopefully.
“I didn’t say that,” Jarrod replied.
“What do you mean…what have you done to him?” Jeremiah demanded, clenching his fists. “You’ve known all along why we’re here.”
“I haven’t done anything with him. It’s what he tried to do to me that should concern you. Follow me…both of you,” Jarrod said, waving his hand and guiding them down the hallway to the backroom of the house.
“Pop!” shouted Jeremiah, entering the back bedroom to discover his father tied to the chair, a swath of tape across his mouth. He hurriedly tore off the tape and pulled at Ryan’s restraints, only to find the snap ties much too strong to break by hand. Ryan sat silent, a dumbfounded look on his face as he stared at his wife and son.
“For the love of God, look at you two,” Sarah began, shaking her head at the pitiful sight. “Do you have any idea how pathetic you look at this moment? You should both be ashamed, but unfortunately you’re not even smart enough to know that. Jarrod, cut him loose…immediately.”
“Hel…hello, Sarah…Son,” Ryan said sheepishly. Wha…what’re you doing here?”
“Sarah, I can explain this,” Jarrod interjected, moving toward Ryan with scissors to cut the restraints.
“Oh, shut up…both of you,” Sarah replied in as shrill a voice as the three men had ever heard. “I don’t want another word from anyone right now, is that clear?” She closed the door of the office. “For once in your lives you’re going to listen to someone with some common sense. That goes for you too, mister,” she said, pointing to Jeremiah. “Now, get comfortable…no one leaves this room until we work this out once and for all, capisce?”
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Stanford University
Midnight
Sarah Marshall glowered at Jarrod, who cut the snap ties restraining Ryan’s hands, and then leaned over to cut the remaining ties from his ankles. She watched as Ryan vigorously massaged the blood flow back into his hands, fighting back thoughts of what could have happened if Jer hadn’t convinced her to come to California. The cousins’ years of bitterness was starkly dramatized before her disbelieving eyes. There was no possible way to grasp the depravity of their behavior: Ryan, breaking the law to hunt down his cousin, and Jarrod, holding Ryan captive by tying him to a chair. My God, she thought, this is much worse than I ever dared imagine.
“Okay, Jer, it’s your show now. You insisted on this confrontation…what’s next?” she asked, enthralled by what her son would do. She was certain he never considered that both men would be together in the same room. With no place to sit, Sarah plopped herself in front of the door, creating a blockade against anyone trying to leave the room.
“Can I say one thing first?” Ryan asked meekly, standing, still trying to circulate the blood back in his legs and feet.
“No. You’ll listen to me now,” Jer responded firmly. He realized he sounded disrespectful, but didn’t care one whit about it. “Mom and I have been traveling for the past twelve hours and I’m in no mood for excuses. Since Mom gave me the news, I’ve given a lot of thought to what I’d say to you if given the chance. The opportunity to talk to you and Uncle Jarrod together is better than I’d dared hope. Now, if you’d please sit down and listen…”
Jer scrunched up his face, looking pensive as he searched to gather his thoughts. “My feelings have been building for a long time. For years I’ve felt like an outsider in our family. I’ve never been a priority in your life, Dad. First it was Jacob…I loved him, too, more than you realize. It hurt me deeply to lose him…still hurts. He was my twin brother. Nothing can replace that. But when he died, it seemed you forgot your other son… me, Dad… I’m your son, too. You slipped into another world, one of depression and grief, and wouldn’t let anyone console you or share the burden. I’m sorry you can’t love me as much as Jacob, but we can’t go on like this any longer,” he said, struggling to express the hurt feelings that were locked deep inside him.
“Second, your intense hatred for Uncle Jarrod has got to stop. Now! We’re family! It’s seems you’ve forgotten you’re even related. You waste too much time on bitterness, always on the lookout for ways to retaliate. Can’t you see what it’s doing to you? Don’t you wonder why your close friends have drifted away? The hatred-coupled with guilt and remorse-is killing you, Pop. You’re emotionally bankrupt and now it’s affecting your reason. Look at your situation-on the run to confront Uncle Jarrod for something you suspect he’s done. Don’t you see how crazy this is?” he asked, turning his hands up to show the absurdity of his father’s recent actions.
“Well, it’s not just my behav…” Ryan tried to interject.
“Please, don’t say a word. Let me finish,” Jer reprimanded, holding his hands out, looking perturbed. “I’m going to get everything out. It’s time for another man in this family to have some say.
“I can’t begin to describe how disappointed I am about you and mom,” Jer continued, “and, yes…I know Uncle Jarrod had some part in what went down in New York.” He paused, pointedly scowling at Jarrod. “But it doesn’t excuse your behavior. You were vulnerable to being conned precisely because you had walled off your feelings. You won’t share the pain of losing Jacob with anyone, including mom. Nobody can forgive your mistake precisely because you can’t forgive yourself, Pop. To compensate, you’ve thrown yourself into work, keeping numb and detached, rather than making amends. Have you ever wondered if there’s a way to overcome our differences? It’s not too late. I’m willing to move forward…but you have to meet me halfway,” he said, staring at Ryan with such intensity that there was no mistaking his resolve.
“And, lastly, Uncle Jarrod, you owe everyone in this room an apology… especially my mother. I’m not sure what you did except I know it’s disgraceful. You even had the gall to send her pictures! I’m ashamed we’re related. If I could disown you, I would,” he said, slowly shaking his head in disgust.
“But this evening…tonight…is about forgiveness. This moment can be a new beginning for each of us. Uncle Jarrod needs forgiveness; Dad, you need forgiveness; and, yes, Mom and I should be forgiven for walling ourselves off to you both. The healing starts with you two. I can’t do any more than to extend a hand,” Jer said, reaching out toward both men with his hands, waiting for them to reciprocate. “It’s up to you to reach back. Please, let’s embrace our Italian heritage and put family first against our enemies. I’ll be the first to say I’m sorry…to each of you.”
The room fell silent. Jer felt as though a huge weight had been lifted from his shoulders. Ryan immediately took his son’s open hand, while Jarrod reluctantly did likewise. Jer looked from his father to Uncle Jarrod and over to his mother. He released their grip, unsure of what to do or say next. He took a seat on the floor next to Sarah, placing his arm around her shoulders.
Sarah had tears running down her cheeks and she sniffled slightly to keep her nose from running. Ryan hung his head with shoulders slumped as he too fought back tears.
Jarrod merely stood stoically, in rapt attention, bemused by the wisdom that poured forth from Jer’s recount of their notorious family history. It was as if an oracle had descended into their midst and brought clarity to a problem that had eluded them all their lives. “Well, Jer, you’ve accurately presented our situation,” he ventured, breaking the interminable silence. “Everything you’ve said is true. Sarah, I’m sorry for the abomination in New York. I was so certain you played a role in Sela’s decision to break up with me that I set out to hurt you both. I never imagined it would cause your divorce. I regret my actions and would do anything to take it back. But that’s not possible. What would you have me do?”
“There’s nothing you can do,” Ryan ventured. He was still slumped in his chair but had raised his head to show a trace of tears running down his face. He wiped his eyes with the back of his sleeve. “Ever since we were children, we’ve been forced to compete against each another because of our mothers’ own competition. They made us who we are. It’s no more your fault, Jarrod, than mine. We’re both at fault.
“But I agree with Jer…it’s time to stop this madness. Son, I am proud you’re my boy and so sorry I haven’t told you that often enough. I don’t know what happened to me after Jacob died. A part of me died with him I suppose, but that’s no excuse for not expressing the pride I have in you. You’re a remarkable person, and I promise to do my best from this day forward to share in your life, to help make your dreams come true. I do love you, son, no less than I loved Jacob. Please believe me.”
Hearing that Jer didn’t feel as loved as Jacob, was like a knife cutting into his soul. Ryan swore to himself he’d never forget those words as long as he lived, and promised himself never to take Jer for granted again.
“Sarah…you…you’re the bes…best thing that ever happened to me,” Ryan stammered, choking back his emotions. “God blessed me when he brought you into my life. You were always my best friend, the person that kept me straight, gave me a purpose, brought joy to my life. I miss you more than you could ever imagine. My world ended after our divorce. I’d do anything…give anything…to have you back. Please don’t hate me anymore,” he pleaded, tears now flowing freely down his face. “Forgive me…give me another chance…” he begged, looking at Sarah, fighting to maintain his composure.
Jer stood up and approached his father. At first he laid his hand on his shoulder and leaned over to whisper softly in his ear. “I believe you, Pop. It’s going to be okay. Mom and I both still love you and you’re going to get better.”
Hearing Jer’s whisper caused Ryan to cry unrestrainedly. He gathered himself up to his full height and embraced his son, raising him off the floor as he did so. “I love you so much, Jer. Thank you for saving me…for believing in me…for bringing us together… for providing a chance to be a family once again. You’re a miracle worker.”
As Ryan’s words poured from his mouth between sobs of pure joy, Sarah stood, opened her arms, and embraced her long-estranged family. She hugged the two of them tightly. “I’m so proud of you, Jer…so proud. I’m sorry I ever questioned your intentions. Jacob is smiling down upon us. He’s at peace, too. I love you both.”
Jarrod began a rhythmic clapping that echoed through the enclosed room. “Jer, bravo…it took guts coming out here to face your father and me,” he said, rounding on him, clasping a hand on his shoulder. “But unfortunately, it’s not that easy for me. My mind was long ago made up about your dad. I have a hateful heart, and one speech from you isn’t going to absolve years of antipathy between us. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to get some sleep. These past two days are more than I can take. Sarah, you and Jer are welcome to stay here tonight.”
Ryan moved to block Jarrod from leaving the room. There was still much to discuss. “Listen Jarrod” he began, “I don’t know where we go from here, but tonight we bury the hatchet on our past. Despite what you might think, I didn’t come here to retaliate. I needed to know why you were hell-bent on destroying my life. Hearing your explanation, however, I’m convinced we’ve been set up. You didn’t have anything to do with my problems in Taos, and I hope you can accept that I had nothing to do with breaking into your office. Jer’s right-we need to face this as a family; no one can beat us if we stick together.”
“I believe you-there’s too much coincidence for this not to be a set up,” Jarrod replied, brushing past Ryan. “But that alone doesn’t absolve everything between us. And you still have the matter of the police to consider. You need to turn yourself in. We can explain our theory together. But to continue ignoring the possibility of arrest seems foolhardy.”
“In a perfect world, I’d agree with you, but we both know this isn’t a perfect world. The minute they get their hands on me, I’m cooked,” he said, shaking his head as if this option was out of the question. “The local police will find out that I’m facing obstruction charges in Taos…at the very least.”
“Tell me you’re kidding,” Jarrod smirked, a look of incredulity on his face. “You mean you’re wanted in New Mexico, too? Man, you’ve been busy, Cousin. You’re an honest to Christ vigilante, aren’t you?”
“It’s a long story,” Ryan replied tersely, reflecting on all the legal problems he’d be facing. “Let’s just say, I was mighty pissed about the damage to our tower crane. I was certain you were responsible. When Lieutenant Westbrook showed up to discuss the break-in here in Stanford, I just snapped. I hope you understand why I can’t just turn myself in.”
“Enough talk for tonight,” Sarah interjected, opening the door to Jarrod’s office for the first time since they had all entered over an hour ago. “We need to decide where we’re staying this evening. We’ve imposed too long on Jarrod’s hospitality. Ryan, did you arrange a hotel?”
“Nonsense,” Jarrod said quickly, looking insulted by the suggestion that she considered leaving. “I’ll hear none of that. You’ll stay here this evening, as long as Ryan and Jer don’t mind the couch and recliner. Jer, fetch your mother’s luggage,” he directed, as if they had already agreed to his decision. “It’s too late to do anything more this evening. Tomorrow we’ll formulate a game plan.”
“Thanks, Uncle Jarrod. We didn’t mean to impose, but it would be great if we could all stay together. Mom, I’ll get our stuff. Is there anything else besides your carry-on bag?”
“No, that’s all I need, Jer. Are you sure you don’t mind us intruding, Jarrod?” Sarah asked, relieved that they didn’t have to find accommodations at this late hour. Even though she was blown away by the outcome of their impromptu trip, she was still feeling uncomfortable about abruptly leaving Bernalillo on this wild adventure with her son. Jer had showed incredible courage facing his father, and Sarah was quite thankful to have been present to witness the result. But she was also rather proud of herself; she hadn’t done something this impulsive since college.
“Sarah, you’re not intruding,” Jarrod replied instantly, wrinkling his forehead to show his seriousness about the offer. “I’ll even cook breakfast in the morning.”
“Okay…okay, you’ve convinced me,” she replied. “You know, come to think of it, we haven’t all been together since we lost Jacob. I appreciate how understanding you’ve been this evening, Jarrod. You’ve changed you know.”
The man dressed in black watched from the shadows as the young man exited the house on Lomita Lane. The private investigator tailing him was still unconscious. There was no telling how much longer before he would wake or what he would do when he regained consciousness. The man had no idea how this person fit into Kilmer’s bigger plan, but he was starting to get antsy. There was entirely too much activity surrounding Professor Conrad to suit his purpose. His earlier call to Kilmer had gone unanswered. A decision needed to be made, and quickly.
Considering his options, he surmised that anyone showing up at the professor’s house at this late hour was most likely a relative or a close friend. Kilmer had previously informed him that new plans included kidnapping someone close to the professor. So he made the unilateral decision to kidnap the young man and accept the consequences.
The young man walked across the street and began removing luggage from his car. As he was getting ready to return to the house, the man in black intercepted him, jumping at him in an instant.
Pressing a gloved hand against his victim’s mouth, the man in black easily slammed him against the back of his vehicle. “Listen to me real good, kid. I can make this easy for you or difficult-your choice. But know this: You’re coming with me, no matter how much you resist. Is that understood?”
Jer was petrified, wide eyes expressing his fright. He nodded his understanding as the man continued to press his hand hard against his mouth.
“Now, I’m going to take my hand off your mouth and we’re going to walk together to the end of the block. If you cooperate, I won’t hurt you…but if you scream for help or try to get away, I promise you’ll regret the decision. Let’s go.”
“I think I’ll go outside and see what’s taking Jer so long,” Ryan said after several minutes, waiting for his return. He was sitting quietly on the couch with Sarah while Jarrod was off making preparations for his guests. They were holding hands for the first time in ages, taking cautious steps at reacquainting themselves, when suddenly, Ryan felt his intuition nagging him. “Geez, how much stuff did you bring, anyway? I can’t imagine what’s keeping him.”
“I was just wondering the same thing,” Sarah replied, a look of concern coloring her face. “I only brought a small carry-on bag and Jer just had a backpack. He can’t be delayed by the luggage.”
Ryan stepped into the night air. It felt refreshing against his face. He stood for a moment on the porch to let his eyes adapt to the darkness. Although he didn’t have any idea where Sarah had parked, he didn’t imagine it was much further than the front of Jarrod’s house. He observed quizzically that there was a backpack perched atop a sedan parked across the street. He walked toward the car and noted with interest that there were two men walking briskly down the block. It appeared as if the larger man was escorting the lankier man beside him.
All of a sudden, it hit him. Even though the men were almost a full block away, he recognized Jeremiah’s brightly colored Hawaiian shirt as the two passed under a streetlight.
“Jer!” Ryan called out to his son. “Jer, where are you going?” A feeling of panic jolting through his body, Ryan took off down the street in a dead run, trying to cut the distance between them.
“Dad, help!” Jeremiah exclaimed, but could say no more as the man forcefully hit him along the side of his head, dazing him momentarily. He staggered briefly, but the man caught him before he fell and continued to drag him toward a black cargo van that was parked on the corner of the upcoming intersection.
“Not a good decision, kid,” the man said disgustedly, manhandling him as they made their way forward. “I told you what would happen if you didn’t cooperate. Now I’ll show you what the hard way is,” he said, hitting him again, this time in the side, doubling him over with pain.
“Hey, stop!” Ryan yelled. He could see the man hitting his son. “Jer, run…”
The man reached the van, thrust open the rear doors, and shoved Jer inside. It was only another moment before he jumped into the driver’s seat and, with wheels screeching, sped down the street just as Ryan caught up with them, only seconds too late. He watched helplessly as the van containing his son disappeared from sight.
Ryan’s greatest unspoken fear had just been realized. His one remaining son had vanished. This can’t be happening, he thought. His stomach lurched and he felt sick. It was as though he was trapped in some surreal dream, one from which he couldn’t awake. An icy chill enveloped his body at the thought of never seeing Jeremiah again. He raced back toward Jarrod’s house, not knowing what to do next.
Sarah and Jarrod had heard the commotion and were standing outside the house as Ryan raced back toward them. “My God, what’s happened?” Sarah screamed when she saw Ryan running toward them. “Where’s Jeremiah?”
“Someone’s taken him…someone’s taken Jer,” Ryan yelled. He came to a stop, bending over to catch his breath. “Call 911…we need help!” he pleaded, sounding mortally wounded.
Jarrod rushed back into the house.
“No…no…no…this can’t be happening,” Sarah moaned into Ryan’s chest as they held each other, standing in the middle of the lawn. “Oh, my God, where is he? What are we going to do…Ryan, why is this happening?” she shouted, pounding his chest with her closed fists.
“Shhh…shhh…it’s going to be okay. We’ll get him back, Sarah, I promise you,” Ryan whispered, holding her as close to him as he could manage. He was stroking her hair, trying to console her. “I promise you, Sarah, we’re not going to lose Jeremiah, too. I’ll die before I let anything happen to him. You listen to me now…we’re going to get him back, you hear me?”
He tried to keep his voice steady, but he knew in his heart he was just as scared as she was. There were no clues to follow-he hadn’t seen a license plate; he had no idea what the man looked like other than a brief description of his size; the van was nondescript; there didn’t seem to be any evidence that might help to locate their son.
There was no doubt in his mind that Jer was now embroiled in the same mind-numbing conspiracy that had brought him to Stanford in the first place. No way I lose Jer, too. I’ve got nothing else to lose. These guys are dead.



THIRTY-TWO


San Jose
01:30 HOURS
The first thing on Kilmer’s mind when they returned to the Bayshore warehouse was to call Holloway. He knew that even with the three-hour time difference it would be too early to call, but he would not be delayed. Kilmer was seething over the death of Dallas Weaver, not so much that it happened-he’d lost men before-but that his death could have been prevented.
Rafie’s assessment had been right on the mark; they had spent too little time investigating the guard deployment at the Livermore facility. On reflection, it made perfect sense for the lab to place a guard detail at this location, but to be unaware of this vital piece of information was unconscionable. Because of this oversight, the team had lost one of its most talented members.
Kilmer dialed Holloway’s secure phone and awaited the satellite link to connect him. To his surprise, Holloway answered immediately.
“Did you get the container?” Holloway asked abruptly, recognizing it was Kilmer’s number. Even though it was early morning in Nassau, he was anticipating the call.
“Yessir,” Kilmer replied respectfully, holding back his anger, his fist tightly gripping the phone, knuckles white from the pressure. “For the most part, everythin’ went accordin’ to plan.”
“So what’s the problem, then?” Holloway asked, sensing displeasure in Kilmer’s voice, and braced for more bad news.
“We lost Dallas Weaver. It could’ve been prevented,” Kilmer said, unbridling his anger. “I want the lame-brain who did the intel on this deal. We were jumped by guards at the containment room! We walked into a bloody hornets’ nest one second off the lift. Weaver was shot in the face, ya motherfucker,” he said, raising his voice. “This was bullshit planning. I want a name. ”
“That’s unfortunate news, but you can’t blame this on my source. Things change…you know this. The fact is the mission was successful; you got the package needed for the Knox job. Stay focused on the end game,” Holloway said, trying to make light of the situation.
“Yer not hearin’ me. This ain’t negotiable, sir, ” Kilmer emphasized, trying to manage his overflowing anger. “Eye for an eye. I want yer source. I’m pullin’ the plug without the prick’s name… now!”
“You insolent bastard, have you forgotten who you’re taking to?” Holloway replied.
He quickly began considering his options: if he didn’t give in to Kilmer’s demands, there wasn’t a ready alternative to getting the nuclear fuel he needed to make the antigravity machine operational; Kilmer also had Dr. Conrad under surveillance and was currently casing the Coscarelli woman. Holloway was in an untenable position. After brief consideration, he decided to acquiesce to this extortion, however unseemly it might be.
“Be careful where you take this, Richard,” Holloway said impassively, straining not to worsen his weak bargaining position. “You’re crossing the line. I don’t appreciate your tone or your demands. It’s very unprofessional. But, be that as it may, I will give you my source and expect that how you obtained it won’t be linked to me. But make no mistake…I won’t forget this defiance. The name of the source is McCauley…Steven McCauley.”
“Good oh, Mr. Holloway. And I don’t give a rat’s ass what ya think of me,” Kilmer said. “There’s payback for shoddy surveillance. Dallas paid the full quid for this piker’s incompetence. Settlin’ the score with McCauley will chill my mob’s demand for blood. Everythin’ else stays square. Conrad’ll be nabbed soon and we pick up the Coscarelli woman later today. Now, if ya don’t mind…I’m off to find this wanker McCauley.”
“Yes, you do that, Richard. We have several more tasks to complete before the ultimate…” He stopped short, suddenly realizing that their connection was terminated. Kilmer, this time, was first to hang up.
Insufferable Aussie prick, Holloway thought. No one hangs up on me. He can kiss my ass if he thinks I’ll pay the bonus money we stipulated. His insolence just saved me a boatload of cash. Nobody screws me over!



THIRTY-THREE


Stanford
02:30 HOURS
The flurry of late-night activity at 265 Lomita Lane was unprecedented for this quiet, scholarly neighborhood on the outskirts of the Stanford campus. There were police, paramedics, an ambulance, and a mobile news van that had all responded to Jarrod Conrad’s 911 call. Within minutes of that call, the private detective who had been following Sarah and Jeremiah recovered consciousness. He was groggy and barely able to communicate, his head severely wounded from the heavy blow by the unidentified assailant. When the first police car arrived, the officers dispatched paramedics to address his injury, and an ambulance subsequently arrived to rush him to the hospital.
Several small clusters of neighbors watched with keen interest all the commotion surrounding Dr. Conrad’s house. Flashing beacons shot alternating red and blue lights along the street, creating the surreal look of a CSI television crime show. The curious bystanders watched intently as the paramedics loaded an injured man into the ambulance, one paramedic passing the IV bag he was holding over the patient’s head to help his partner push the gurney inside. With the patient properly secured, the paramedics closed the doors and the ambulance sped away from the scene.
After calling 911, Ryan, Sarah, and Jarrod came to a hasty decision. If Ryan were discovered at the scene, PAPD would immediately place him under arrest. With outstanding warrants in New Mexico and California, Ryan’s only practical choice was to remain on the run. Moreover, they all agreed it was pointless to deny their presence at Jarrod’s because the injured private detective would eventually divulge his observations prior to being attacked.
“Okay, here’s my suggestion,” Jarrod stated, after analyzing their situation. “I’ll inform the police that you both took off in pursuit of Jeremiah’s kidnapper; that even over my strong objection, you believed it wasn’t in Jer’s best interest if Ryan was incarcerated. This should divert any initial suspicion we’re in this together.”
“That sounds reasonable,” Sarah remarked. She had unexpectedly announced that she would accompany Ryan and was adamant about coming along. Even though she’d be aiding and abetting a fugitive, her maternal instincts overrode her more sensible judgment and there was simply no changing her mind.
“In any case, the kidnapper will at some point make ransom demands,” Jarrod continued. “When this happens, I’ll feed you information via email or cell. That way, you’ll have the latest scoop and stay ahead of the police.” Jarrod had likewise warmed to this foolhardy decision primarily because he, too, now believed Jer’s kidnapping wasn’t a random occurrence. The events of the past several hours left him little doubt that a master conspiracy was afoot. The facts left no other deduction.
“I appreciate your help,” Ryan began haltingly, realizing for the first time that to find Jer, his only hope was to trust Jarrod and immediately begin pursuit. Even though the leads were sparse, they all agreed that chances of finding Jer were much greater if Ryan remained free; too much precious time would be wasted convincing the police of a conspiracy.
“Think nothing of it, Ryan. These bastards are messing with family. This is personal now.
“Here, take my spare laptop,” Jarrod instructed, handing the IBM notebook to Sarah. “And be sure to remove the battery from your iPhone. The police will use the phone’s embedded GPS technology to track your location.”
Sarah took the laptop and gave Jarrod an affectionate hug. “Thank you so much, for all your help. Please keep in touch. Let me know the minute you hear anything,” she said, her voice quavering.
Ryan and Sarah left Jarrod’s house just before the first police car pulled up. The responding officer coordinated medical attention for the injured PI then took Jarrod’s preliminary statement. Jarrod asked that Lieutenant David Morris be contacted because he had conducted the previous investigation at the Quantum Building, which seemed very likely connected to this latest crime. Lieutenant Morris arrived shortly thereafter.
“Good evening, Dr. Conrad,” Lieutenant Morris said, extending his hand to Jarrod as he stepped onto the porch. “I’m sorry to see you so soon after the break-in at your lab.”
“I can’t say that I’m thrilled to see you either, Lieutenant,” Jarrod replied, motioning that Morris follow him into the house. “Had you predicted this when we first met, I’d have thought you’d taken leave of your senses.”
“I hear you’ve had more trouble with another family member. When it rains, it pours, eh,” Morris said sympathetically. “The responding officer’s given me your preliminary statement. What else can you tell me about what happened?”
“Recent events suggest a much more sinister plan than I was at first willing to accept,” Jarrod started. “I no longer believe my cousin could be involved in the previous theft…or his son’s kidnapping this evening.”
Jarrod spent the next few minutes recreating the events of the past few hours for Lieutenant Morris. His statement started with catching Ryan in his house and ended with Jer’s stunning abduction. He theorized that someone acquainted with the gravity technology was most likely behind the plot, and ventured that the same person orchestrated both the break-in at his office and the vandalized crane in Taos. The revival of the longstanding feud with his cousin was merely a subterfuge to hide the identity of the real perpetrator.
“Okay, tell me a little bit about this antigravity machine, Dr. Conrad,” Morris said, sitting on the couch while making notes on a small pad he took from his inside coat pocket. “The last time we spoke I gathered that your device needs a source of uranium or plutonium to operate…is that correct?” he asked with an inscrutable look on his face, staring intently at his notepad.
“You’re correct. In simple terms, the machine works much like an electric generator. But what does that matter?” he asked looking suspiciously at Lieutenant Morris.
“Well, Professor, just hours ago there was a break-in at the Lawrence Livermore Lab. Several guards were killed and there was a great deal of damage. Those responsible made off with a substantial amount of nuclear material. The lab estimates there could be as much as twenty pounds missing,” he said casually, looking up from his notepad to get Jarrod’s reaction. “What would a twenty-pound core do in your contraption?”
“Judas Priest! Tw…twenty pounds…are you kidding me?” Jarrod stammered, dazed by what he was hearing. “I mean, it’s all still theoretical, of course…we’ve done preliminary tests. But if the machine works like the tests we’ve run, you could lift a frigging building with a twenty-pound core!”
Forgetting all about the investigation, he began pacing about the room, lost in the possibility of that amount of nuclear fuel in the antigravity machine.
“Well, let’s be clear,” Morris replied, shifting his body so he was now sitting on the edge of the sofa. “So far, there’s no direct connection to the thefts at the Livermore Lab or the Quantum Building. There seem to be similarities in the modus operandi, but nothing concrete at the moment. I’ve been conferring with Special Agent Jason Henry from the Defense Department since the theft at your office. He shares my concern. Henry’s been questioning your partner, Dr. Penburton, since the break-in at your lab. It seems suspicious that we first have the theft of your gravity machine, which requires uranium, and now the theft of a massive amount of the very stuff it needs to operate. Doesn’t that strike you as more than a little coincidental?”
“Welcome to the game, Lieutenant,” Jarrod said triumphantly, raising his hands over his head like a referee signaling a touchdown. “That’s exactly what I’ve been trying to tell you. This whole business is a complex, closely guarded conspiracy. I don’t know who’s behind it…but they have the resources, personnel, and inside information to pull it off. The Livermore information proves my suspicion of a mastermind manipulating every move. My cousin and I are just pawns,” he said, confident that the lieutenant was slowly realizing the truth in what he was saying.
“Don’t get too far ahead, Dr. Conrad,” Morris cautioned. “Coincidences are sometimes just that. We’re looking at all the facts surrounding both incidents, and it may turn out they have nothing in common. A local terrorist group has claimed responsibility for the Livermore incident but the State Department hasn’t yet received any demands. Agent Henry thinks your partner knows more than he’s letting on. We may need to get you together with Dr. Penburton. Do you have a problem with that, Professor?”
“Not at all, Lieutenant. I’ll meet with whomever, whenever, to figure out who set up Ryan and me. But I’ll tell you this…” he said, pausing momentarily to let Morris catch up with his note taking, “at some point whoever’s behind this will need my help getting the device working. I’m certain that’s why they took Jeremiah. When they call, they’ll use him as leverage to force my cooperation in operating the machine. I’m the only one that knows the firing sequence; it wasn’t in any of the information they took. Someone’s really pissed off just about now.”
“Wait a second…you’re telling me they didn’t get everything to make the machine work?” Morris looked perturbed that Jarrod had withheld this information during questioning of the Quantum break-in.
“They took all the data to configure the machine, Lieutenant,” Jarrod haughtily replied, sensing that Morris hadn’t distinguished between the subtle differences in what he had earlier told the police. “The formula to properly sequence the flow of electricity through the nuclear core is on a completely different system. The device is useless without the operating system and I’m still the only one who has it.”
“Well, now, it seems the old axiom about not keeping all one’s eggs in a basket has been to your benefit, Dr. Conrad. Is there anything else you withheld during the first investigation?”
“Now, now…don’t take it personally, Lieutenant,” Jarrod responded, trying to defuse Morris’s umbrage. “I didn’t purposely withhold anything. The fact that the perpetrators didn’t get everything to make it work was, in my mind, irrelevant. They stole my research and I was pissed. Still am…”
“Okay, okay, let’s focus on the present situation, then,” Morris said.
“If it’s true that the same people who took my data also stole twenty pounds of enriched nuclear fuel, you’re coming close to a perfect storm here, Lieutenant.”
“How so?”
“We’ve only built small prototypes of the device, but the theoretical application is essentially limitless. With enough money, a person could produce an application either amazingly artful or incredibly destructive, depending on their intention.”
“What’s your point, Professor?”
Jarrod looked impatient. “Don’t you see? It’s why Agent Henry’s so interested in my research. The DOD wants to make sure the machine isn’t weaponized by anyone other than the United States. The seriousness of the situation can’t be overstated.”
“Well, I’ll talk to Agent Henry about that. Just now, that’s all for this evening, Professor,” Morris said standing up from the couch. “We didn’t talk much about your cousin, but I presume you’ll only tell me he’s still on the lam. He seems pretty hardheaded that way.”
“You said a mouthful there,” Jarrod smirked.
“Keep in touch, Doctor Conrad. The minute you hear anything new, I want to know about it-that includes your cousin.” Turning at the door, Morris added, “I’ll have one of our tech boys tap your phone…I hope you don’t mind.”
“No problem, Lieutenant. You’ll be the first to hear about any contact. Goodnight,” he said, closing the door.
Jarrod was standing alone in his house for the first time since he discovered Ryan in the hallway, and it wasn’t ten minutes after Lieutenant Morris left that his cell phone began vibrating. He looked at the LED screen, which displayed Private Call instead of a name or number. He glanced at the clock on the DVD, noting it was almost 3:00 a.m. Here we go, he thought.
“Jarrod Conrad,” he said. “Who’s calling?”
“Listen closely, Dr. Conrad. I’ll only say this once,” instructed the muffled voice. “If you ever want to see Sela Coscarelli again, you’ll follow my instructions to the letter. You are under surveillance. Do not contact the police. Some men will be at your front door as soon as PAPD clears the area. You are to accompany them without difficulty or Dr. Coscarelli will suffer the consequences of your resistance.”
Before Jarrod could respond, the connection was broken. He was stunned. Sela’s in danger. They’ve kidnapped her, too… He felt as though he’d been kicked in the groin. He was unprepared for this latest turn of events.
His feelings for her, carefully secreted away in the recesses of his mind and heart, came welling to the surface like a mighty underwater explosion. How could anyone think of hurting Sela? She was the only woman he had ever truly loved. Jarrod felt heartsick; his chest literally hurt from the thought of her being ill-treated.
For the first time Jarrod realized how Ryan must have felt when he faced losing Sarah. My God, he thought. How could I have been so spiteful? The last tendril of doubt about a possible conspiracy vanished from his mind. Whoever was behind this plot had now abducted both Sela and Jer.
This means war, he thought. I’ll die before I let anything happen to either of them. Whoever’s behind this has made a grave mistake underestimating my resolve. No one messes with my family.
Hearing the news about Sela sent Jarrod into a frenzy of activity. He needed to quickly prepare himself before the kidnappers showed up. He went immediately to his office computer and sent Sarah an email message:
Urgent! Kidnappers made contact. They’ve taken Sela! No information on Jer. Taking me to undisclosed location. Stand by. Be careful…
He opened the laptop containing the firing sequence for his antigravity technology and entered a new password. He then placed a termination code on the password that would shut down the computer if the word was not correctly entered within twenty seconds of booting the operating system. He hoped this tactic would buy him time; he had no intention of introducing the firing sequence on the machine until he knew for certain that Sela and Jer were safe.
Completing his work on the laptop, he next called Niles Penburton. When the phone went to voicemail, he left a message: “Niles…its Jarrod. I’ve been contacted by the people who broke into Quantum. Someone else is behind this; it wasn’t my cousin. They’re taking me to an undisclosed location to run the gravity generator. Call Jason Henry. Tell him the Livermore Lab heist was done by these same people. They’ve also kidnapped Sela Coscarelli. I need your help. My email is up…” he said, ending the message.
A sharp knock at the door seized Jarrod’s attention. He grabbed the computer and proceeded to the front of the house, not knowing if or when he might return.
“What do you want?” Jarrod asked from behind the closed door. He peered through the small peephole and spotted two men standing on his front porch. Both were dressed in black jumpsuits. It was plain to see they would not be easily mollified.
“Sir, open the door. You’re to accompany us without any trouble. I believe you received a call to that effect a moment ago,” Colt Hamil replied pointedly.
Jarrod opened the door. “Yes, I’m to go with you without questions or a dear friend of mine will ‘ suffer the consequences ’ is I believe how it was put,” Jarrod replied more bravely than he felt, trying to not act intimidated.
“Shall we go then, Dr. Conrad?” Colt asked. “We’d appreciate your cooperation.”
“Spare me the pleasantries, son,” Jarrod shot back. “Don’t misconstrue my lack of resistance. You guys have no idea how much trouble you’re in. You’re simpleminded killers, and have now added kidnapping to your list of crimes.”
“Opinions vary, sir,” Colt succinctly replied, backing up a step and holding open the outer door. “Please leave the computer behind… and the Blackberry. You’re not to bring any communication devices.”
“Obviously you need me to run the ignition sequence you stole from my office. To do that I’ll need this laptop. Without it, I’m of no use to your master,” he said with a sneer, purposely demeaning their position. “Oh, and lest you think you can simply take the computer…think again. Not only is the computer password protected, but it will automatically destroy all the files if it’s not properly encoded within seconds of booting the system. So, what now, geniuses…computer in or out?”
“Bring the computer, but the Blackberry stays. That’s non-negotiable, Professor,” answered Tom Starkovich. “Now, if you’ll please come this way, sir, we need to get moving,” he said, grabbing Jarrod as he finished locking the door behind him.
These two are military, Jarrod thought, as he followed the two men to a black windowless van that was parked across the street from his house.
He searched for as much evidence as he could manage in the short time it took to move to the van: the fact that they didn’t respond to his insults; the way they addressed him as ‘sir’; the polite efficiency with which they conducted themselves; the fact they made a decision about the laptop without hesitating-it all indicated personal discipline and a high level of professional training.
Just as I thought-whoever’s planned this can afford the best. These are professional mercenaries. Not good…not good at all.



THIRTY-FOUR


Palo Alto
4:00 HOURS
Ryan and Sarah Marshall left Jarrod’s house in advance of the distant sirens, heading for nowhere in particular. After driving aimlessly for nearly thirty minutes, Ryan realized he had no idea what to do or where to go. His whole plan to this point had revolved around confronting Jarrod. He had not considered anything beyond their meeting.
Now that Jer was missing, he felt powerless, at a complete loss for what to do next. Under any other scenario he would have been elated to be in Sarah’s company, but he was too numb from witnessing his son’s abduction to feel any emotion other than overwhelming dread.
Sarah, likewise, was unable to concentrate on anything, overcome with panic. The depressive grief she endured those many months following Jacob’s death once again held her captive in its paralyzing grip. Jer’s abduction brought back the pain so vividly that she felt it all over again. She couldn’t shake the dread of facing another trauma of that magnitude. Just imagining losing her remaining son caused such anxiety that she began trembling uncontrollably as she sat next to Ryan. The insanity of their situation was simply unbearable.
As they drove, a Residence Inn caught Ryan’s attention and he abruptly made an illegal turn to pull into the motel parking lot. “We’ve got to get off the street for a while, don’t you think? Rest will do us both some good,” he said, patting her hand, trying to get her to stop shaking.
“Ry…Ryan, I…I…ca…can’t think,” Sarah stuttered. “I’m losing it,” she said, forcing the words from her mouth between rapid and shallow breaths. “Wh…what are we…going…to do?”
“Sarah! You’re hyperventilating. You’ve got to calm down.” he cautioned. He began rummaging in the backseat and found a white paper bag from his stop at the Burger King in Reno. He shook out the soiled napkins and blew up the bag. “Here, breathe into this for a few minutes.”
She shakily took the bag without argument and began breathing as he instructed. Within a few moments, her panic attack abated and her breathing slowly returned to a more normal rate.
“Okay, that’s better, honey, much better,” he said soothingly, reaching out to smooth the hair on her head. “I’m upset, too, but we’ve got to hold it together…for Jer, right? Let’s get a room and unwind a bit, okay? Will you be all right for a minute or do you want to come with me?”
“No, no, you go ahead. I’ll wait here,” she said, her voice quavering. “I can’t go in there looking like we just had a fight. Besides the police will be looking for a couple. You should check in alone.”
“Okay, I’ll only be a moment. Stay right where you are, Mrs. Marshall,” he said with a slight smile.
Ryan checked into the motel under a fictitious name, paying cash for one night. The attendant merely had him sign the rate card and handed him the key to room 239. Moments later, they checked into their room, alone for the first time since their divorce.
Ryan couldn’t believe how drastically things had changed in the past forty-eight hours. He was torn by feelings of humble gratitude for having Sarah back in his life, and total dejection from losing Jer. These conflicting emotions made it almost impossible to think clearly. Once settled in, he decided to take a shower and wash away the grime he’d picked up over the past three days.
Sarah was much too agitated to relax. She decided to send Sela a message. It was too early to call Maryland, and even though her sister wouldn’t mind being awakened, sending her an email seemed more reasonable.
Sarah opened the laptop and connected to the local Internet service in the room. She went to her email account and entered her password. Jarrod’s message was the first one that came up on her screen.
“Ryan!” she screamed. “My God…they’ve got Sela, too. They contacted Jarrod. He was right!”
“Sarah…shhh…keep your voice down,” Ryan called out from the bathroom, worried neighbors would complain about the noise. He reached for a towel before opening the shower curtain. “What are you talking about? How do you know Sela’s been taken?”
“Jarrod sent us a message,” she groaned. “They’ve taken him to run that machine, just as he thought. They’ve also taken Sela for ransom. Ryan, what are we going to do? What’s happening to us? We’re losing our whole family.” She slumped onto the floor, looking stunned. “We need help…we can’t just keep running. I’m calling Pop.”
“Whoa, hold on a sec. Let’s think this through,” Ryan said, trying to process the news. New developments were happening too fast to comprehend. The odds of gaining the upper hand seemed more remote than ever.
“The first thing we should do is call Ben Dare. I’m sure he arranged the PI that was tailing you and Jer; he’ll know what to do about Sela. Call right now. I know it’s early in Washington, but we can’t wait another minute. Ben can start an early search for Sela. Kidnapping a senator’s daughter has national implications and Ben’ll know how to handle it. Don’t worry, honey, they’ll find Sela; we’ll get everyone back,” he said, trying to sound convincing, but he realized his words lacked conviction.
Sarah went to her cell phone and dialed Ben. Her nerves were shattered as she waited impatiently for the phones to connect, nervously pacing the room. She held her free hand across her chest as if embracing herself, trying to hold her fragile emotions in check.
“Hello,” Ben answered, groggily, obviously awakened from a deep sleep.
“Ben, it’s Sarah…Marshall,” she said haltingly. “Sela’s been kidnapped. We need your help…”
“Sarah? It’s been a long time,” Ben replied, trying to clear his head, surprised by the information he thought he’d just heard. “What’s this about Sela? Tell me everything that’s happened.”
“Gladly,” she replied, sitting down on the edge of the bed. “Let me start at the beginning…”



THIRTY-FIVE


Livermore
05:30 HOURS
The alarm went off at 5:30 a.m., arousing the man from sleep. He reached over, silenced the alarm and sat up on the edge of the bed. By habit, he turned to kiss his wife lightly on the forehead and whispered, “I love you” softly into her ear. Then he stood up, dragged himself groggily to the bathroom, his head still trying to make sense of the early hour. He pulled on his sweats, donned his running shoes and before he really realized what he was doing, found himself stretching on the pavement in front of his house, getting ready for his daily four-mile run through the municipal park and back.
Steven McCauley’s routine was as predictable as salmon swimming upstream. He prided himself on staying in shape, something most engineers only gave lip-service to following an annual physical. But McCauley’s passion for physical fitness bordered on obsession. Every workday was a success when it began with sixty minutes of exercise, no matter what else happened during the day. Likewise, if he missed his early morning workout before a tedious day at the lab, it seemed as if the whole day was wasted. Such was the regimen of this alcoholic-turned-fitness aficionado.
McCauley considered the run to Hidden Park and back the perfect distance: almost exactly a mile from his house. It took him less than ten minutes to traverse this distance, which allowed enough time to complete two circuits around the perimeter of the park. From start to finish, the four-mile run could be completed in less than fifty minutes.
This was his favorite part of the day and he was never deterred by the weather. His daily hour-long jog was the prescription that kept him sane and out of the doctor’s office. He’d also had more than one strike of enlightenment while making his customary run. Nothing took its place.
Hidden Park was aptly named-it couldn’t be seen from the street and was surrounded by contiguous houses on all sides; alleyways were the only access to the park. Even though the City of Livermore had it well marked, most people using the park lived close by. There were hundred-year-old sycamore trees that populated the park, and a series of natural caves and small hillocks made it a great place for kids to play capture the flag and other war games. The Livermore police routinely patrolled this area, so most crimes that would normally be associated with a secluded park were almost nonexistent-pot-smoking being the only criminal activity that regularly took place in the park’s numerous secret hiding places. McCauley especially liked Hidden Park because it brought him a sense of solitude to start his day.
McCauley conducted his run in typical fashion, warming up slowly the first half-mile, but achieving full stride by the time he entered the park. There was a hill at the southern entrance, which, depending on the direction he ran, would require he either run up the hill at the start or down it at the finish. He usually liked to run up the hill, finding it more forgiving on his knees than the additional pounding they took running downhill. Today, however, he decided to run in a clockwise direction, which would mean running downhill on the way home. His knees, after all, were responding favorably to the daily dose of glucosamine chondroitin for his joints.
McCauley was just rounding the bend that led from the top of the hill back to the park’s southern entrance when he noticed another jogger dressed in slate gray sweats approaching him on the path ahead. A new guy-must’ve just moved in, he thought. McCauley rarely saw anyone on the path at this early hour.
As he drew near the jogger, it was difficult to distinguish much about his features. The man wore sunglasses and had pulled the hood of his sweatshirt over the top of his head, partially obscuring his face. As the distance between the two runners closed, however, the man in the gray sweats abruptly stopped, pulling something from the small of his back. The jogger had withdrawn a large handgun and pointed it directly at McCauley. A second later a muffled spit of fire issued from the muzzle of the gun. McCauley tumbled and fell to the ground as a jolt of pain pierced his left thigh. I can’t believe it…I’ve been shot!
Steven McCauley lost his focus on everything but the man in the gray sweatshirt, whose threatening presence seemed to envelop him like smoke from a smoldering campfire. Before he could register a protest, the muzzle of the nine-millimeter Lugar fired again, the second shot piercing the middle of his chest. Bewildered and unable to grasp what was happening, he tried to escape, haphazardly clawing the ground in an effort to back away from his oncoming assailant. His efforts were of little use as the man was now straddling him from above, pointing the gun directly at his face. It was at this moment that he heard the last words he would ever hear.
“This is for Dallas Weaver, ya bloody wanker.”
The man in the gray sweats then fired a third round into McCauley’s face, the bullet entering his mouth just above the chin, ripping his jaw apart. McCauley’s hands made involuntary, spastic movements caused by the shock and trauma to his body. He tried to scream, but no sound would come from his mouth. He put his hands to his face but could feel nothing below his nose.
Just as with Dallas, McCauley’s carotid artery had been severed, the blood pumping out in spurts with each contraction of his heart. The man stared passively down at McCauley now, watching the life force ebb from his victim’s helpless body, relishing the confusion in his eyes as he struggled to make sense of what was happening. The running path was awash with blood and it was only a moment later that Steven McCauley breathed his last breath, his eyes staring blankly toward the sky as the life force spirited back into the heavens.
“There ya have it, Mr. McCauley. We’re all square,” Kilmer said, and slowly resumed his solitary jog back to the entrance of Hidden Park, content he’d evened the score for the death of his trusted friend.



THIRTY-SIX


John Hopkins University
Travis Marlon was way beyond his comfort zone. He had reluctantly taken the unexpected assignment from Richard Kilmer to fly directly to Maryland to locate one Sela Coscarelli, a research fellow at Johns Hopkins University.
“Can it, mate,” Kilmer had said. “Yer not doing bugger. The Livermore op launches t’night. Cripes, how tough can it be to case a Sheila? Scope her out, and gimme the deal on pinchin’ her. It’s simple. Now belt up ‘til I spell ya.” All of which meant: do it and shut up.
Holloway had ordered that Dr. Sela Coscarelli be put under immediate surveillance for reasons unclear to Marlon, but she was apparently essential to force the willing cooperation of Jarrod Conrad. There had been another setback with the antigravity machine, and Conrad was now central to making it operational. Because all of Kilmer’s available men were committed to Livermore, Marlon was the only suitable man for the job. True, Stuart Farley was available, but he came with predictable consequences, which Kilmer was eager to avoid. Besides, the volatile Farley was already staked out at Conrad’s place in Stanford. So even though it was not his forte, Marlon grudgingly agreed to handle the task and report his findings.
He shook his head, remembering the earlier discussion he’d had on the matter. I must be losing it, he thought. He was feeling ill-prepared, lacking the necessary expertise to tail a person, but forged ahead despite his misgivings.
Marlon had been following the slender, dark-haired woman since his arrival, trying not to be spotted as a tail. Even with his rudimentary skills, he had learned a great deal about Dr. Coscarelli in a short time. Primarily she was of woman of simple tastes, and didn’t appear to have any complications in her life that would make kidnapping her difficult. He briefly questioned Jordan Blair, her research assistant, and discovered Coscarelli was normally in class weekday afternoons, but spent the bulk of her time in lab with graduate students; her research and teaching endeavors were clearly her highest priority. But Ms. Blair had also volunteered that she was the oldest daughter of Senator Alfonse Coscarelli, a significant and obvious complication, but one that was not his concern. He was merely to investigate and report; Dr. Coscarelli’s kinship to one of the most powerful men in the country was somebody else’s problem.
While Sela Coscarelli seemed very affable and outgoing, it didn’t appear she had a love interest, or even many close friends. From what he could gather, she lived alone except for a Siamese cat. Marlon was able to identify this little tidbit through a careful examination of her home a few blocks from the edge of the campus. By happenstance, he’d discovered an open window that allowed his entry. A cursory inspection yielded nothing more than the cat, a few family pictures, and stacks of scientific papers confirming her academic passion. How odd that such an attractive woman lives alone, he mused.
After watching his subject perform a ho-hum routine, Marlon had finally reported his findings to Kilmer. Remembering their conversation still bothered him.
“Richard…Marlon here.”
“Bonzer there, Trav. I trust yer in Maryland,” Kilmer had answered tersely. “What’a’ya found out about Coscarelli?”
“All things considered, she’s pretty low-key and would be easily abducted. But I suggest we steer clear of this woman. She’s the daughter of U.S. Senator Alfonse Coscarelli of New Mexico. Kidnapping her will unleash a shit-storm of heat. An army of police will be searching for her, and the media will rip into this story like a pack of hyenas. This isn’t a good idea.”
“Good or not, it’s what Holloway wants,” Kilmer replied. “More to the good…yer teein’ up the transport. Sully’ll meet ya after Livermore. With yer intel, he’ll make the pinch, and yer to brin’ her in.”
“Whoa…just a second, Richard. We discussed this. I don’t kidnap people. I’m a freaking pilot, for chrissakes,” Marlon remembered saying, hardly believing his ears.
“We ain’t hagglin’, Travis…everythin’s wonky. Ya just give Sully everythin’ ya got on the woman. He’ll be the heavy; yer goin’ to a safe house. I’ll give ya the spot later. Just keep under wraps ’til we figure the next move. I’m mad as a cut snake, but that’s the deal… ya good?”
“Got it,” Travis had said, wishing he could worm out of the assignment, but he knew his fate was already sealed. “Sully and me will take care of this…” he said, ending the call.
The hits just keep on coming, Travis reflected. I’m going to help kidnap the daughter of Senator Coscarelli… Brilliant, just brilliant! How did I get myself into this mess? Better yet, how do I get myself out?



THIRTY-SEVEN


Baltimore, Maryland
07:00 HOURS
Sully Metusack had barely slept in the past seventy-two hours. With preparing for the Livermore job, dealing with the aftermath of the mission, and then immediately boarding JetBlue for the red-eye to Maryland, he was feeling drained, his energy level at low ebb. Flying coast to coast made his situation worse, the effects of jetlag further complicating his lethargy.
There were psychological effects to bear as well. The entire team was reeling from the devastating reality of losing Weaver, and although Sully wasn’t a stranger to losing close teammates in combat, it was never an easy thing to face. He actually felt fortunate to have something on which to focus his attention, keeping his mind off the loss, knowing at some point he’d have to process his anger to keep from repressing the emotional trauma of Weaver’s death.
Travis Marlon pulled to the curb at the JetBlue baggage terminal only moments after Sully arrived. He had been alerted by Tooz to stand by as soon as the flight attendant cleared the passengers for cell phone usage. Sully opened the back door, threw his duffle bag into the car, and slid into the passenger seat beside Marlon.
“Hey, Trav, how’s it hangin’?” Sully said, pulling the seatbelt across his chest. “I’m famished. You don’t mind, do you?” he asked intending to eat the cinnamon roll he’s purchased on his way through the airport.
“Not at all,” Marlon replied, looking carefully over his shoulder as he merged into the hectic traffic at the terminal.
“Thanks. I haven’t eaten in God knows.”
There was a moment of silence as Marlon concentrated on selecting the right lane for the freeway entrance toward Maryland. Satisfied he was on course, he said, “I’m not thrilled with this latest job, but we’ll get through it, I guess. How’d it go in Livermore?”
“It all went haywire. We lost Dallas last night,” he said, pausing briefly to swallow. “We got the goods, but paid a heavy price. Krilenko’s out too…for keeps.”
“Whew…” Marlon replied, whistling softly through his teeth upon hearing the news that Dallas Weaver was killed in action. “Damn, I’m sorry to hear it went so badly. I’ll bet Richard’s pissed.”
“It’s not just Boss who’s pissed…we’re all upset. Dallas was shot in the face. It could’ve been prevented,” Sully said, and for the next few minutes he recounted the grim details of the Livermore job.
“I’ll tell you another thing: Richard’s already talked to Holloway and he knows the name of the chicken-shit who set us up. I’ll lay odds he doesn’t last out the morning.”
“Wow! Now that surprises me. Is that for certain? It’s not Richard’s style to take these things personally.”
“Personally? Hell, Trav…this bastard’s incompetence got one of us killed. I’m glad he’s taking it personally. We should all take it personally. I think it sends the right message myself,” Sully replied, crossing his arms across his chest. The tone of his voice was unmistakable-the subject was closed to further discussion.
“So, what’s the deal with this Coscarelli woman…any complications?” he asked, quickly changing the subject. Even though always good-natured, he was in no mood for Marlon’s griping and didn’t want to discuss Weaver’s death any further.
“Christ…I don’t know, Sully. This ain’t my bag,” Marlon replied with a scowl. “From what I can determine, she won’t be difficult to grab. But, hey…what do I know? She works late every evening and doesn’t leave for the lab before noon. It seems to me that if you contact her at home, before she leaves for work, it can be easily done; there’ll be too many witnesses if we pick her up at school. But it’s your call.”
“Seems pretty straight forward,” Sully ventured.
“Oh yeah, I’m supposed to handle the transport-but I don’t know where we’re going or which mode of transportation to set up.” Marlon shook his head, still annoyed that he’d let Kilmer talk him into this gig.
“Not to worry, your transport’s to Hilton Head. Holloway’s estate. She’ll be stashed there and the transfer from the airport will be quick. With her high-profile father, we can’t have this woman out in public longer than necessary. I assume you brought the King Air with you,” Sully replied, rapidly losing patience with Marlon’s bellyaching about the mission.
Marlon nodded, and Sully continued. “So, here’s the plan as I see it: We’ll make the grab at the lady’s home, fly her to Hilton Head, get her secured at Holloway’s, and you’ll be on your way back to California later today. Got a problem with that?”
It wasn’t intended to be a question open to debate. Travis Marlon had never been a favorite of Sully’s precisely because he wasn’t a team player and thought himself better than some of the other guys. He was a good enough pilot, but his attitude was always a source of irritation.
“Not at all,” Marlon replied. “I’m glad we finally have a destination. I’ll file a flight plan. So, assuming we grab Coscarelli before 8:00…wheels up at 09:00?” he asked, looking at his watch.
“That’ll be the plan,” Sully replied with a sigh, closing his eyes and resting his head against the headrest, trying to decompress for the remainder of the trip into Maryland. It’s another interesting day in the employment of Alastair Holloway-no rest for the wicked, he thought.
For the job ahead Sully was dressed in a nondescript black suit, white shirt, and plain gray tie. He wore his army-issue mirrored sunglasses that partially obscured his high forehead and prominent cheekbones, but also accentuated his flattop crew-cut. The bulge from his shoulder holster was just barely detectable, but even without this telltale sign, no one would mistake him for anything but an undercover law enforcement officer.
His plan was to introduce himself as an undercover Secret Service agent, and request Dr Coscarelli accompany him for questioning about a highly sensitive matter. He determined that this ploy should throw her off long enough for him to gain entrance to her home. Once inside, he figured it would be a simple matter to subdue the woman and convince her that one way or another, she would accompany him to South Carolina.
There was considerable tension between the two men as they hastily drove the short distance to the subject’s house-the closer they got Marlon became even more edgy about his role in abducting the daughter of a United States senator; and Sully, suffering from jetlag, was also uncharacteristically dour.
When they arrived at the house, Sully promptly left the vehicle and Marlon watched as he approached the woman’s front door, realizing it was now too late to beg out of the proceedings. Buckle up, he thought, the air ahead is going to be bumpy.
Sully walked up the pathway leading to Dr. Coscarelli’s front door, noting that the verdant lawn surrounding the home was recently mowed, the rose bushes trimmed, and the sprinklers had freshly irrigated the entire yard. He stopped to pick up the newspaper that was encased in plastic, figuring it might come in handy to encourage the woman to open her door. He approached the house, stopping briefly to straighten his tie, and rang the doorbell, pausing for a response. It was only a moment before Dr. Coscarelli answered.
“May I help you?” Sela Coscarelli asked, opening the door with a pleasant look on her face. She was wearing a bathrobe and slippers but her face and hair were all made up. She didn’t appear unnerved in the least by an early morning call from a complete stranger.
Sully noticed immediately that the woman before him was very attractive, even in her bathrobe. Her dark brown hair was cut short, and her aqua-blue eyes radiated warmth and intelligence. From her manner, he could tell immediately that she was a feisty woman.
“Good morning, ma’am. I’m sorry to interrupt you at this early hour. I’m Agent Russell Pearce from the Secret Service. May I come in?” he asked politely, reaching into his pocket to remove his false ID. “There’s an urgent matter of a confidential nature we should discuss, ma’am. It involves the senator.”
Sela’s eyebrows lowered as she peered through the glass of the outer door to get a closer look at his identification. She didn’t open the door or offer to let him in, but thumbed the lock to make sure it was closed. As she was looking at his badge, she noticed a man sitting in a car on the opposite side of the street who appeared to be watching them with keen interest. She knew for certain this was no Secret Service vehicle. A disquieting sensation stirred caution within her; something was grossly wrong with the situation. She suspected this imposing and neatly dressed man standing on her porch was anything but a Secret Service agent.
“So, tell me, Agent Pearce,” she began, composing herself, “is that your partner sitting in the car across the street?”
“Why, yes, it is, ma’am,” Sully replied, sensing a guarded cautiousness from his quarry and suspecting she would not be long fooled by his ruse. He needed to quickly move their conversation off the porch and behind closed doors. “Is there a problem?”
“Well, yes, Agent Pearce, or whatever your name is…there is a very big problem,” Sela answered, taking control of the situation, relying on her customary directness and intolerance of people wasting her time. She knew that in any situation there is a tipping point where a more dominant person can seize the power of the moment and control the outcome. She meant to use this knowledge to bully this large man standing in her doorway.
“First of all, I know a thing or two about the Secret Service and I know for certain both agents would be making contact with me if you were for real. Second, that’s not a vehicle belonging to the Secret Service,” she said, pointing across the street to the car Marlon sat in. “And last, please tell me you don’t really expect me to fall for that fake ID. It’s very good, by the way, but it’s missing the iridescent watermark that makes government badges impossible to counterfeit. Why don’t you stop this ridiculous charade and tell me why you’re really here?”
Sully was nonplussed. He couldn’t believe how quickly she saw through his gambit. It was clearly evident he had grossly underestimated the gullible nature of the good doctor. He could easily overpower her, but intrinsically reluctant to hurt a woman unless absolutely necessary, he decided to come at her from a different direction.
“Ma’am, I must apologize again…you’ve seen right through me…you’re quite right. I’m neither a Secret Service agent, nor am I employed by the government,” he replied, placing his hands together in front of his chest as if praying. “I’ve been sent here by Ben Dare, the senator’s chief of staff, to solicit your cooperation in answering a few questions,” he continued, grabbing a name he gleaned from the dossier of information compiled on the woman. “I’m not at liberty to discuss the particulars, but trust you’ll believe that it could be very embarrassing for your father. Now if you’ll kindly invite me inside, I’ll wait for you to finish getting ready.”
“So, Ben Dare sent you, huh? Your story gets more interesting by the minute. I just spoke to Ben yesterday, as a matter of fact…and he said nothing whatsoever about any urgent matter. I’ll just call Ben’s cell phone and we’ll get straight to the bottom of this. You stay right there, mister,” Sela said forcefully, slamming her door shut.
But she was too late. Sully deftly elbowed the outer glass door, shattering the glass, and reached inside to release the lock. Once opened, he rammed his shoulder forcefully against the main door and burst inside. Sela was forced backward sharply as the door swung open, barely catching herself from falling as she hit the wall on the opposite side of the hallway. Sully quickly closed the door behind him.
“Dr. Coscarelli, I don’t want to hurt you but I’m prepared to do that if you don’t cooperate. Please, ma’am, let’s keep this civil.”
“How dare you talk to me about being civil! ” Sela yelled, holding her arms across her body, terrified to move another step. She had no idea what this imposing man was capable of, but chose to stand her ground as best she could. “You falsely present yourself as a federal agent, pretend to be sent here by Ben Dare, and then force your way into my home under pretext that my father needs help…and you want my civility? I don’t know who raised you, mister, but your behavior is anything but civil,” she scolded, giving her best impression of a woman undeterred by her grave circumstances.
“Ma’am, you have every right to be upset. I’m amazed you’re taking this so calmly; most people would be hysterical. But please understand me-I’ve been sent here to take you to an undisclosed location for an indefinite amount of time, and will do so…forcibly, if necessary. You have no choice in the matter,” he said calmly, holding his suit jacket open so she could see the gun he was carrying. “The man outside is a pilot. You will accompany us, and I would prefer you do that without coming to any harm. Do we understand each other, Doctor?”
“Yes, Mr. Pearce, you’re very clear. But God help you and whomever you’re working for. You’re kidnapping the daughter of a United States senator. This is a very serious matter. My father won’t rest until all of you are behind bars,” she said, shaking her head and hoping to make a strong enough case to somehow change this man’s mind.
“Ma’am, believe me…I completely understand the gravity of the situation. No doubt your disappearance will spark a nationwide search. You’re a valuable scientist. But none of that is my concern, nor should it be yours. Now, if you’ll kindly get yourself ready, we have a plane to catch.”
Sully Metusack knew he was speaking with false bravado. He cared more about his involvement in the abduction of Sela Coscarelli than he was willing to admit. He suspected that kidnapping her would unleash a maelstrom of media attention rivaling the disappearance of Rockefeller’s son. There would be far-reaching ramifications from the action that he and Marlon were undertaking-no telling where it would end.
I sure hope Kilmer knows what he’s doing, he thought, or Dr. Coscarelli’s remark about needing ‘God’s help’ may turn out to be a colossal understatement.



THIRTY-EIGHT


Hilton Head Island, South Carolina
08:00 HOURS
Captain Eduardo Suarez did a masterful job skirting the powerful surge of Hurricane Hannah lashing across the Caribbean Sea, having sailed Jurassic to Nassau, several hundred miles beyond its angry path. The only inconvenience throughout the voyage was the unusually high surf, but the ship’s million-dollar stabilizers dampened the full effects of the turbulent wave action. The storm eventually lost most of her force crossing the Gulf of Mexico, and before making landfall the hurricane had been reduced to a category three storm.
After spending a night in Nassau at his luxurious beachfront estate, Alastair Holloway re-boarded Jurassic and directed Captain Suarez to sail to his berth in South Carolina, an order the captain was most eager to obey. He was prepared to disembark the beautiful yacht for the last time, having reached his threshold of tolerance for Holloway’s abusive behavior, but hadn’t yet heard if he would make good his threat to fire everyone following the voyage. In any case, his last command of the ship was mostly tolerable, whatever happened next. Upon docking, the crew was busily stowing gear, securing the vessel, and making final preparations for everyone to disembark. It promised to be a gorgeous day on Hilton Head Island.
“How long will we be staying?” Angelina Navarro asked, while carelessly stuffing her belongings into an oversized suitcase that, when standing, looked like a small refrigerator. “Should I take everything, or will we be coming back to the ship?”
“I doubt we’ll be re-boarding anytime soon, Angel…but do you really need all that crap with you?” Holloway sharply remarked, trying to cut short what he considered a superfluous discussion. He had no time for her inane prattle. He had been watching the oil futures all morning and his hedges were getting clobbered. He’d taken steps to redirect most of his oil futures earlier in the week, but obviously not soon enough. The move in the market had him down near $26 million, by rough estimate, making him more cantankerous than usual. It was not a pleasant morning to be in his company.
“I told you before…we’ll be on the island for a few days and then will most likely head back to Galveston. I don’t expect to be back on the ship for some time. Now if you’re ready, I’d like to get moving.”
Angelina scowled at Alastair, “Yes, yes, hold your wad, honey… I’m coming. The more I take with me, the less you’ll have to replace later on,” she said, playfully, an impish smile gracing her ruby lips as she continued hastily shoving clothing into her oversized luggage. As she did, Holloway picked up his PDA to take a call from Kilmer.
“Yes, Richard. What now?”
“Here’s the deal,” Kilmer answered. “First, we just grabbed the Coscarelli woman and we’re packin’ her to Hilton Head. Barring a snag, she’ll be at the estate later this mornin’. But ya need to know that Farley also kidnapped Marshall’s son. He’s been staked out at Conrad’s place in Stanford. Seems Marshall showed at Conrad’s, just as ya figured, but was followed there by ‘is son and ex-wife. The bludger screwed the pooch no doubt, but the tides gone out-we’ve bagged two people connected to Conrad.”
“Wait a second…slow down. Did you just say you’ve kidnapped two people? Did I hear you correctly? Because I thought I heard you say that this Farley character unilaterally decided to kidnap someone we know nothing about. Is that what you’re telling me? What the fuck kind of operation are you running, for crissakes?” Holloway bellowed, storming down the gangplank of the yacht.
“I admit Farley’s dumb as a drover’s daag. But it’s ’nother spur-a-the-moment field decision,” Kilmer said, pausing for effect. “As I said b’fore…things happen and ya roll with it. A private dick was tailin’ Marshall’s family right b’fore they entered Conrad’s house. No tellin’ how this prick might’ve buggered the deal. Farley figured that grabbin’ the young man would give us more leverage. I agree,” he added smugly, confident that he’d trumped Holloway’s objection.
“Everythin’ else is aces. We’re ‘bout to give Conrad the what for. With two of ‘is people in hock, he’ll have no choice but to give in. I expect the gravity machine’ll be operatin’ any time now.”
“Are you really that simpleminded, Mr. Kilmer? Don’t you realize that every time one of your simpletons makes an unplanned move it has unforeseen consequences? If the young man Farley abducted is really Ryan Marshall’s son that means we’ve now kidnapped Senator Coscarelli’s daughter and grandson. Brilliant…fucking brilliant,” Holloway fumed, tightening his jaw as he continued his fast pace to the awaiting limousine. Angelina was running close behind, trying to catch up.
“We’re dead cert about the kid’s identity,” Kilmer replied emphatically, trying to contain his anger from another salvo of Holloway’s offensive insults. “Farley’s already given ‘im the once over. He’s under wraps in San Jose. If ya’d rather let ‘im go, just say the word… I’ll drive ‘im back to Conrad’s m’self.”
“Listen, wise-ass, spare me the sarcasm. Of course we can’t let him go. It’s another screw-up we’ll need to contend with. I suppose as long as we’ve abducted one of Coscarelli’s daughters, also taking his grandson doesn’t make matters that much worse,” Holloway snorted disgustedly. He climbed into the back of the limousine, motioning aggressively with his hand for the chauffeur to help get Angelina situated. “Tell me how the machine’s coming along. Does Mills have the thing anywhere near ready?”
“We’re good as gold. The magnetic housing we ordered from Westinghouse was finally delivered; it’s swank. The Quantum equations are dialed and linked to the focusin’ array. Mills did some final tests and loaded the nuclear fuel. Everythin’s a go. Conrad’s the only fly in the ointment. If he balks, we’re up the gumtree. We can’t pull the Knox job ‘til he does his thing. That’s out o’ my hands,” Kilmer said.
“You leave that contingency to me,” Holloway growled. “If he refuses further, we’ll lean on Penburton. That prima donna son-of-a-bitch still thinks he’s gonna skate through this deal unscathed, but he’s got another thing coming. Assuming we get Conrad’s cooperation, how long before you hit Fort Knox?”
“Couple days; no more-only as long as it takes to drive to Kentucky,” Kilmer replied. “It’s a tricky mobilization. Colt’s planned the route and it’s keen as mustard. It’s really yer call when we make tracks for West Point…assuming Conrad cooperates in operatin’ the machine. We’ll know for cert later this mornin’.”
“As soon as possible, Richard…no more than a few days. I want to hit Fort Knox right away. Every hour of delay brings the Secret Service and DOD closer to locating Conrad’s relatives. Three days should allow enough time to test the machine and mobilize. Get your people ready to make history-you’re going to pull off the biggest heist of all time. But no more surprises!” Holloway yelled as the limousine was heading away from the marina on Hilton Head Island. “You hear me, Kilmer?”
“No worries, Mr. Holloway. We’ll give it a whirl,” Kilmer said, shaking his head in disgust. Crikey, I’ll be glad to be done with this arsehole.



THIRTY-NINE


Washington, D.C.
Ben Dare was dreading the start of the new day. He’d taken the call from Sarah a little past 7:00 a.m. and immediately pressed into action. He’d grown accustomed to pressure-packed, deadline-driven days while working on the Hill, but to begin such a day on only three hours sleep didn’t bode well. His boss, Senator Alfonse Coscarelli, was gracious and fair, but also very demanding. He could only imagine the senator’s reaction when he heard the news that his daughter and grandson had been kidnapped. This’ll be a day for the record books, he thought.
When he finally finished talking to Sarah, his first call was to DC Metro to report Sela’s possible kidnapping. The dispatcher promised to immediately send out a unit code three. Then he placed a call to the Secret Service; a secretary took his information, noting the urgency of the matter. Within fifteen minutes, Director Charles Vickers returned his call. He informed the director that there was credible evidence that the senator’s daughter and grandson had been kidnapped, and that the DOD ostensibly had an agent investigating the matter, but there wasn’t a readily available report to review. Director Vickers promised to meet in the senator’s office as soon as it could be arranged.
Ben’s next call was to former CIA Agent Emerson Palmer, the only man he knew who possessed the analytical skills to unravel the intricacies of the case. Palmer had a short-lived, disreputable career with the Central Intelligence Agency having been branded a maverick agent. In fact, his overtly contrarian viewpoints had at times bordered on insubordination, making him ill-suited for a long career in the bureaucracy, where complacency was necessary for survival. Blessed with uncommon intelligence, his keen sense of perception put him at odds with superiors when his insightful prognostications routinely trumped their less prescient predictions. He had been consistently overlooked for promotions throughout his career, typically drawing the most arduous assignments without a compensating rise in rank-the section chiefs didn’t appreciate that he knew more than they did, and refused to acknowledge his extraordinary skills.
Emerson Palmer was erudite, but coarse and brash and his inability to hold his tongue made him his own worst enemy. He agreed to an early retirement when threatened with prosecution and loss of his pension when evidence surfaced (fabricated, though it was) that he was leaking military secrets to the Contras in Nicaragua. Rather than fight the baseless allegations, he resigned to establish a private security firm that quickly gained significant nationwide prominence.
Palmer was as close to being a true secret agent as anything Ben Dare could imagine, having developed a legendary reputation for his uncanny ability to expose and circumvent the most sophisticated enemies threatening the United States. What’s more, his ability to strategize and design countermeasures to these threats was unparalleled. But these same intelligence-gathering qualities also served him well in private enterprise; his security firm had become especially adept at providing high-level personal security for the likes of movie stars, dignitaries, and the occasional rock star.
Although it was never publicly acknowledged, Palmer was also known to have close ties to a covert top-secret organization known as “cleaners,” the activities of which were so clandestine that even the FBI, ATF, and Secret Service would disavow any knowledge of their existence. In fact, not many people on the Hill knew of this elite group, and even for these few that did, their knowledge was typically limited to hearsay rather than direct experience.
Cleaners were utilized by the Executive Office when every other option was exhausted. They were capable of things that no other agency could accomplish, simply because they weren’t constrained by rules of diplomacy and could undertake actions other agencies would consider illegal. Whenever the Joint Chiefs of Staff or Armed Services Committee was presented with a problem that stretched the legal ability of the CIA, or there was a potentially significant diplomatic repercussion were the activity linked to the United States government, the cleaners were called in. Cleaners were rumored to have been responsible for several key assassinations, from John Kennedy to Jimmy Hoffa, but such claims were always vehemently denied as wild speculation. Irrespective of what the cleaners may have done in the past, their capability was an essential part of top-secret cold-war operations throughout the world.
Ben Dare suspected that Palmer himself was a cleaner, but had never broached the subject with the man. It was enough that he seemed to know how to contact these people and Ben left it at that. He anticipated that Senator Coscarelli would demand an audience with one of these agents, and Palmer’s help would be paramount in accommodating that request. Ben briefed Palmer on the status of the kidnapping and asked that he prepare a proposal to rescue the senator’s daughter, certain that Alfonse would be asking about this as a starting point.
With these preliminary calls completed, Ben steeled himself to make the call he dreaded the most. He dialed the senator’s private line.
“Good morning,” Alfonse Coscarelli said, answering the call.
“Good morning, sir, it’s Ben. I apologize for the early interruption but I have urgent news,” he said, choosing his words carefully.
“Go ahead, Ben. I’m up. What’s happening?” he asked warily.
“Senator, it’s your daughter, Sela and grandson, Jeremiah… they’ve both been kidnapped,” he said, taking ample time to convey every facet of the difficult situation involving his family. The senator took the news hard. He listened quietly as Ben described in-depth the entire sordid ordeal. Ben figured his boss must surely be in shock, but surprisingly, the senator maintained his composure.
After a slight pause the senator replied, “Okay, Ben, I appreciate all you’ve done. It’s mighty difficult for me to understand how both of my daughters and grandson could be tied up with this mess, but I guess we’ll learn soon enough who’s behind it. I’ll be in my office by nine. Please have the gentlemen you’ve briefed available as early as possible.”
“No need to apologize, Senator. I can only imagine what you’re going through. I’ll make certain that Vickers and Palmer will be available to brief you shortly after nine, sir. Goodbye.”
Ben was thankful that the call was over and the senator had taken the news rather well, considering its severity. There was no telling where this story would end up, but with Emerson Palmer involved, someone was going to pay dearly for taking Senator Coscarelli’s daughter and grandson. Ben Dare was willing to bet the house on that incontrovertible fact.



FORTY


San Jose, California
Jarrod Conrad had no idea where he had been taken by the kidnappers, having been sequestered in the back of a van totally devoid of windows. A divider between the front and the cargo area made it impossible to see out the windshield as they drove. The only thing he knew was that they drove exactly fifty-two minutes from Stanford University until they reached their final destination.
Jarrod’s kidnappers had made an uncharacteristic mistake leaving him with his laptop. While it didn’t have GPS capability, he used the time to compose several messages to Sarah, which he saved in the draft file of his email outbox. He had no idea when he might be able to contact her, but he placed the first message in his outbox to send at the first available opportunity. He hoped like hell there was Wi-Fi capability wherever he ended up, or this part of his plan was shot.
When the driver shut off the engine, he entered the precise time of travel from his house in the first message: “Sarah-at new location fifty-two minutes from house. Will confirm when see Jer. Stay safe…J.C.”
A moment later the back doors opened and the man named Colt asked that he exit the van. Jarrod stepped into a large warehouse about the size of a football field. There were multiple trucks, an over-head hoist, and sundry equipment filling most of the space, and one end exhibited several smaller structures encasing an office, storage, bathrooms, and presumably sleeping quarters. But what he saw in the very center of the building gave him goose bumps and quickened his pulse. Prominently displayed amongst an array of equipment- computer monitors, a forklift, various cables, and hardware-was a large flatbed trailer on top of which was unmistakably a full working model of his antigravity machine. Eureka! Jarrod thought. I knew this sham was about my gravity research.
Jarrod was exhilarated. For the first time he experienced the boundless joy of looking upon years of research brought to reality. Before him stood his dream-come-true, the culmination of a vision he had tenaciously clung to since childhood. He marveled at the huge magnetic housing that would contain the nuclear core; it resembled a typical electrical generator, except that it appeared to be lined with a thick lead shield. Radioactive insignia were prominent on its exterior.
Near the end of the trailer was the microwave dish that would focus the gravitrons. It was lying flat on the trailer, but Jarrod could see a hinge connected to a retractable hydraulic arm. This would extend and automatically focus the dish according to precise computer coordinates once the trailer was locked in position.
A series of cables led from the generator to the dish. Both of these large components were connected to a computer terminal at the center of which was positioned a seat for the operator to input the necessary formulae to operate the machine. The terminal was surrounded by a thick Plexiglas barrier, which Jarrod had not designed into his model, but it didn’t detract from the operation of the machine. In fact, he felt this addition sort of spruced up its appearance, giving the unit a cutting-edge, space-age resemblance.
Jarrod stood in awe, reflecting on the significance of the moment. He was soon interrupted by a rotund, balding man in a lab coat, swiftly approaching. Jarrod surmised the man was the programmer responsible for building this replica. He had a toothy smile as he approached, apparently oblivious to the unseemliness of their circumstances.
“Dr. Conrad, I presume,” he said, extending his hand as he closed the last few feet to where Jarrod stood at the back of the van. “I’m Aldin, Professor. It’s a high honor to meet you,” he added, eagerly shaking Jarrod’s hand. “I’ve had the pleasure of studying your research on antigravity particle acceleration and I’m proud to present you with a full working model, sir. Please, follow me.” Sweeping his hand with flair, he allowed Jarrod to precede him toward the machine. “I’d like to show you around; I have so many questions that only you can answer.”
Jarrod was dumbfounded. He was not easily conscripted but felt himself acquiesce, allowing the eager technician to guide him toward the trailer as if this were any other normal situation. It was as if the man had no conception that Jarrod was present only through coercion; that he was in no way considered a colleague; and that Jarrod had no intention of showing anybody anything until he knew that Sela and Jeremiah were safe.
“Aldin, is it?” Jarrod asked.
“Yes, Professor, my name is Aldin. I’m a research scientist who has been hired to piece together a functioning model of the machine you’ve designed,” he replied, a satisfied look on his face as if his role had not a shred of impropriety.
“Well, Aldin,” Jarrod said accusingly, “since you seem unwilling to give me your full name, I’ll assume you are part of this illegal confab and are not being forced here against your will…as I am. I therefore consider you untrustworthy and will treat you as such,” he said with disdain, looking angry as they advanced toward the trailer.
“Professor Conrad, I certainly understand your feelings, sir, but I’m not your enemy here,” he replied apologetically. “While it’s true I’ve been hired to work on your research and realize it was stolen from your office at Stanford, I’m not a party to this conspiracy. My only involvement has been to draw forth the machine that now stands before you. I had hoped we could collaborate on completing full operational capability, but it’s clearly your choice how we approach accomplishing that task.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “I would advise you, however, that these men are very resolute; I would give serious consideration to their demands.”
“Be that as it may, Mr. Aldin, I will treat you with the same hostility that they’ve shown me. These men have kidnapped two people dear to me. It’s only because of these kidnappings that I’m here at all. I hope you are being well paid, Aldin, because your participation makes you complicit in all of their wrongdoing…and that includes murder,” he said matter-of-factly.
“How truly unfortunate.”
“Unfortunate? Are you so naive to think this doesn’t involve you?” Jarrod asked incredulously. “They’ve murdered people to obtain the nuclear fuel needed to operate my device. You’re involved up to your eyebrows, mister. And believe me…I’m well aware of their ruthlessness.”
“Well, let’s put that behind us for the time being, Professor,” Aldin responded smoothly. He understood that his willful involvement would make him an accessory in all the offenses at hand, but he envisioned a future none other than sipping pina coladas on a remote beach somewhere near Jamaica. The compensation due him constituted a full retirement plan outside the country.
“Let me show you what we have so far. Isn’t this exciting? You must be thrilled to see the functionality of your device on such a large scale,” he said cheerily.
But before Aldin could ask his first question, a group of three men approached from the buildings at the far end of the warehouse. Jarrod figured that the tallest of these three was undoubtedly the leader of this unit. He was wearing grey sweats, which seemed out of place, but the man had presence. He carried himself like a man possessed with unfettered authority. This was the man responsible for abducting Jeremiah and Sela. This would be the man to negotiate their release, the man that would come to understand his disinclination to cooperate unless given proof that both his loved ones were safe and secure.
“Jarrod Conrad…this is my operation,” Richard Kilmer said in his breezy Australian accent. “I’m the one put the pinch on ya. These blokes follow my orders,” he added, nodding his head toward Colt Hamil and Tom Starkovich. “It seems ya already met our techie, Dr. Mills. He claims ya pocketed somethin’ impossible to ferret out. Yer a dingo, Dr. Conrad…but ya see, I need ya to run the machine, and I don’t ‘ve time to spare. Show us the ropes, so we can git past this hang-up.”
“Let’s get one thing straight, Mr. Leader,” Jarrod mocked, taking a confrontational tone. “I have no intention of assisting with anything until I know with certainty that my nephew and Dr. Coscarelli are safe.”
“Ya got some balls, Professor, I’ll grant ya that,” Kilmer replied steadily. “Don’t be a fool. Look around…fat chance ya threatenin’ us,” he said cynically, arching his eyebrows.
“I’m not accustomed to repeating myself, mister,” Jarrod said. “But for you… since you’re from down under…I’ll make an exception. I’m not showing you anything until my family members are proven to be safe.”
Kilmer lunged at Jarrod with dart-like precision, grabbing him by the throat and pressing him against the side of the trailer. “Don’t fuck with me, Professor!” he said, squeezing Jarrod’s throat so he was unable to breath. “Ya’ll do what I tell ya, when I tell ya…is that plain enough?”
Jarrod was infuriated. He was forced up against the trailer, with this smelly, overbearing Aussie twit trying to break his neck. His hot-blooded Italian temper overrode any sensibility and he fought back, bringing his right knee forcefully up into Kilmer’s groin.
Kilmer yelled, releasing his grip and doubling over in pain from Jarrod’s knee.
“This…is what’s cle…clear to me…ahmm…ahmm…you son-of-a-bitch,” Jarrod coughed, rubbing his throat. “Until I see my nephew and talk to Sela Coscarelli…ahmm, ahmm…you can beat me senseless and I’ll not help you with the machine. So go screw yourself,” he yelled, struggling to breathe but with fire in his eyes.
Colt Hamil had moved in behind Jarrod, and pulled him upright, holding his arms back.
“Ya’ll pay for that, pally,” Kilmer said, slowly straightening up. But then he sprang to life, moving more quickly than Jarrod thought possible, and delivered a mighty punch to his solar plexus. Jarrod doubled over in pain. The only reason he didn’t fall to the floor was that Colt still held his arms from behind.
He lost his breath for the second time, the blow making him gasp, unable to take in normal breaths. Colt straightened him up so he was facing Kilmer, who kept his distance, wary of another kick to the groin.
“Ya can’t win a fight, Professor,” Kilmer said, in obvious pain, but composing himself nonetheless. “Seems yer a scrapper all right. I’ll grant one of yer two demands…git the boy,” he said, motioning to Starkovich.
“As for Coscarelli…show Mills the ropes and ya earn that concession. But let’s be straight. We ain’t hagglin’, Conrad. Do what yer told or Jeremiah gits clipped. Think he has yer same resolve, Professor?”
“You’re a fool,” Jarrod spit back. “This isn’t over by a long shot. Since you know my reputation as a scrapper, I assume you know it goes hand in hand with a reputation for revenge. Just ask my cousin, Ryan Marshall…I believe you’ve heard of him?”
He paused and looked toward Aldin, who had been watching the proceedings like he was about to piss his pants.
“ Mills, huh?” he continued. “That goes double for you. Whatever this guy’s paying you won’t be nearly enough when I get through with you. For one, the entire scientific community is going to know you sold out and helped these thugs steal my research. You won’t be able to get a job shoveling dog shit at an animal shelter when I get through with you,” he threatened, red-faced, still trying to recover from the blow to his stomach.
“Uncle Jarrod,” Jer’s voice called out excitedly, recognizing his presence. He struggled to break free of Starkovich, who was forcibly holding him back at the far end of the warehouse.
Jarrod was relieved to see him, feeling as though it was worth having been choked and punched to verify he was on the premises. At first glance, it didn’t look like Jer was any worse for wear.
“I’m okay, Jer,” Jarrod strained to say, still trying to catch his breath. “Do what these guys tell you. Your mom and dad are both fine.” He hoped Jer would catch his subtle message that Ryan was still at large and both his parents were trying to find him.
“Cut the bullshit, Professor,” Kilmer demanded. “Git yer arse movin’ and fire up the machine…Now!”
“I’ll need the laptop,” he said, looking at Starkovich. “But this isn’t a one- shot deal, Mr. Leader. You see, to levitate anything, you need to know certain parameters to generate the correct flow of gravitrons. I don’t expect you know what I mean, but I’m sure Mills here understands. How much core is available?” he asked, looking at Aldin.
“There’s five pounds in the generator right now, Professor,” Aldin replied, sheepishly, still frightened from the confrontation he had just witnessed.
“What’s your maximum electrical throughput?” Jarrod asked next, his mind switching to technical considerations for firing up the biggest gravitron accelerator he’d ever imagined.
“We’ve got 440 volts on a 300-amp circuit connected to the generator assembly, Professor Conrad,” Aldin replied.
“Wow…that much, huh?” Jarrod said, arching his eyebrows. That’s all I need to know. “What shall we levitate, then?” he asked, looking to Kilmer for direction.
“Ya tell me, Professor. What will five pounds of radioactive fuel lift?”
“How about we lift…that?” Jarrod said, pointing at Colt’s Humvee standing midway between the trailer and the center of the ware-house. The Humvee looked like it had just come off a battlefield. There were bullet-hole pockmarks over the entire shell of the vehicle and the front bumper was partially askew from ramming the concrete barrier at the entrance to the Livermore property. Jarrod figured this was the vehicle they used to steal the missing nuclear fuel.
“You’re kidding…right?” Colt exclaimed blown away that Jarrod was actually considering levitating the ten-ton Humvee.
“Kidding…no. Confident it’ll work…no. I’ve only done this under closely controlled lab conditions using grams of nuclear fuel in the core. This will be the biggest mass I’ve ever attempted to levitate,” he answered, careful to handicap his chances in case of failure. “But assuming you’ve assembled the device according to my specifications, the core you’ve provided should be capable of generating a flow of gravitrons enough to lift that vehicle. Since I have no empirical evidence to guarantee what the machine will do, however…personally, I’d get everyone as far back as possible.”
Jarrod intended to make the uncertainty of operating his machine grave enough that he would be left unguarded in the control console with Mills. True to his words, though, he really had no idea what to expect; stimulating the core with too much electrical force could theoretically start a nuclear chain reaction. A five-pound nuclear bomb of this size would be catastrophic to the entire Bay Area.
“Good oh, but no funny stuff, pally,” Kilmer groused. “R’member, I hold all the cards. How far back is safe?”
“Out of the state,” Jarrod said sarcastically, “but since I know you won’t fall for that, I would suggest you at least gather at the far end of the building. We lose control of the core containment, though, and this entire area will be contaminated. You won’t be far enough away if that happens.”
He turned his attention to his nephew once more. “Jeremiah, are you alright, son? We’re going to be okay…you hear me?”
“I’m fine, Uncle Jarrod. Don’t worry about me,” Jer replied confidently. “Let’s see you levitate the Humvee. That’ll be sweet,” he added, caught up in the momentous possibility of witnessing his uncle achieve history.
Jarrod grabbed his laptop from Starkovich and followed Aldin Mills to the collapsible steps mounted to the side of the trailer. Starkovich accompanied both men onto the platform of the trailer, standing guard over them as they initiated the start-up sequence of the antigravity machine. Mills entered the control console first and began powering up the various systems to actuate the machine. The console looked like it was designed for the Space Shuttle-dials, buttons, gauges, and switches covered the entire surface of the six-foot by three-foot control center. It looked to Jarrod as if Mills had followed his instructions to the letter, keeping the focal array in the direct center of the console to capture the operator’s undivided attention.
When all the systems were powered up, Mills began slowly turning an oversized orange knob, and the activator arm on the microwave dish started to move into position. It rose systematically from its prone position on the trailer to a height of about fifteen feet and then oriented toward the Humvee. Mills then used the camera located within the microwave dish to focus on the target, much like sighting a gun. The monitor at the center of the console had a crosshair superimposed upon the glass that Mills used to perfectly center the Humvee. With the target centered, he locked the actuating arm in place and a red blinking light on the console turned steadily green. The microwave dish would be beaming the gravitrons generated by the turbine directly at the center of the crosshairs.
These steps completed, Mills began the initiating sequence for powering up the gravitron generator. He input a series of coordinates and set a number of dials to account for the five-pound nuclear core with an electrical throughput of 440 volts and 300 amperes. He engaged another green dial marked “turbine” and slowly the generator came to life. It began spinning a u-joint coupling, converting the electrical impulse to a mechanical force, rotating the huge generator atop the trailer.
“Okay, Professor, it’s up to you…this is as far as your plans have taken me,” Mills shouted, looking over at Jarrod. “I know you don’t approve of my job here…but I hope you’ll appreciate I’ve completed your design without deviation. This machine is a veritable work of art, Professor Conrad. Be my guest,” he said, standing out of the way and bowing differentially to Jarrod as he entered the command module.
“Is there Wi-Fi available, or do I need a patch?” Jarrod asked, taking the opportunity to send Sarah and Ryan a message.
“Yeah, thanks to Dallas Weaver, we have Internet capability everywhere in the warehouse,” Mills replied enthusiastically.
“Perfect. I may need to interface the mainframe at Stanford; hopefully I have everything I need right here,” he said, keeping the ruse alive.
Jarrod opened the laptop and quickly entered the security password that protected against anyone but him accessing the program files. He then opened his Microsoft Outlook, which automatically uploaded email messages stored in his outbox-and his message to Sarah was on its way. Next he opened the sent file to verify it was delivered and deleted the message to make it difficult to trace. Fortunately the control panel shrouded by Plexiglas made it hard for Starkovich to see exactly what he was doing. Good thinking, Dr. Mills.
With the urgent email about Jer’s safety uploaded to Sarah, he turned his full attention to activation of the machine. He moved cautiously at first, making sure his laptop was turned away from Mills and Starkovich, both of whom continued to hover on the outside of the command module.
Jarrod made the interface between the machine’s computer and his laptop without difficulty, feeding input that would control the precise electrical force applied to the spinning five-pound nuclear core. As he did so, there was a slight change in pitch coming from the machine; it now emitted a low-decibel rumble rather than the higher-pitched hum that preceded his new input. Corresponding with the lower-pitched rumble, the entire trailer began to shudder slightly. Jarrod felt a sense of exhilaration upon realizing that the rumble and change in pitch meant that his antigravity machine was undoubtedly generating gravitrons for the very first time.
“Okay, boys, keep your eyes peeled on the Humvee,” Jarrod yelled excitedly over the din of the machine forcefully vibrating and spinning at full speed.
To everyone’s astonishment and Jarrod’s delight, the unthinkable happened. The microwave dish began emitting an eerie energy flow that resembled heat waves rising from a hot desert landscape. The particles of surrounding air looked iridescent and began shimmering as the wave of gravitrons focused like a ray gun on the Humvee. At first the vehicle continued to remain stationary but then it, too, began to shimmy, sliding a bit sideways as if trying to rise, but lacking enough energy to fully levitate.
Jarrod recognized the problem and immediately entered new data into his formulas on the laptop, which increased the electrical throughput to the core. He then turned the green dial to the new coordinates and the generator immediately responded, rotating faster, beaming more gravitrons at the Humvee. Seconds after the correction, the massive ten-ton vehicle slowly started to rise, lifting about six inches before the heavy tires rose from the floor.
He looked out at Mills, who stood slack-jawed, unable to comprehend what he was witnessing. Jarrod beamed with satisfaction. Except for aviation and rocketry, this was the first known experience of mankind overcoming the bounds of gravity. Pioneers of theoretical physics-from the likes of Isaac Newton to Albert Einstein to Steven Hawking-had each been thwarted in their efforts to harness gravity: the fourth fundamental law of nature. Never in the history of mankind had there been anything close to an achievement of this magnitude; levitating an object of this mass was unprecedented. Jarrod’s theoretical lab experiments paled in comparison to the practical application he was conducting. Levitation was unquestionably one of the most profound human achievements of all time.
Jarrod left the machine running at capacity for several moments, basking in the glory of the moment. He made a mental note of the operating parameters on the command module and the machine’s steady production of elusive gravitrons. He couldn’t be more pleased with the results. He had never experienced such a sated sense of conquest. When he was comfortable that everything was holding steady, with no apparent glitches, he began reducing the electrical input and the Humvee slowly settled back to the warehouse floor. It didn’t appear detrimentally affected in the least.
As soon as the vehicle came to rest, Jarrod pushed the red all-stop button on the console, terminating the electrical connection. The first test of the gravity machine was an unqualified success.
Before closing the laptop, Jarrod went to his file directory to access his proprietary formulas. He found the one he needed and sent the link to the generator’s main computer, comfortable he could later access this whenever needed. Once installed, he alone would control the machine that Mills and Kilmer thought belonged exclusively to them. He then took the opportunity to send another message to Sarah, acting as if he were compiling information regarding the machine’s performance. He could see that both Starkovich and Mills were preoccupied, giddy from observing the first verifiable demonstration of levitation; they weren’t paying him the least bit of attention. He composed the next message, sending it on its way: “Sarah-Jer and I are OK, in warehouse fifty-two minutes from house. Machine works!”
“You’re a genius, Professor! My God…that was incredible,” Mills exclaimed rushing to the entrance of the console as the turbine rolled to a stop.
“Yes, I should say…that exceeded my expectation as well,” Jarrod replied almost inconsequentially. His heightened sense of exhilaration was nearly palpable but he managed to maintain his composure. Under the duress of captivity he felt no compulsion to embrace his incredible achievement. “I’ve never levitated anything beyond the size of a walnut, so to see the full extent of my research come to fruition was pretty cool.”
He quickly checked his email, looking for a return message from Sarah before shutting down the laptop. She had sent a response to his first message: “Will be searching for your location. Keep the faith…Sarah.”
Good. We have a connection. Do your thing, Ryan, Jarrod thought. Jarrod would have never believed in a million years he’d be rooting for his cousin’s help. My, oh, my, how things have changed in the past twenty-four hours.
Jarrod awkwardly drew himself up from the control console, feeling the lingering effects of the sharp punch to his abdomen. He could see Kilmer rushing back toward the trailer and resolved not to make any more concessions until he spoke with Sela. This was his next priority. He walked down the steps of the trailer to be greeted by Jer.
“You’re awesome, Uncle Jarrod,” Jer gushed enthusiastically, rushing to give him a hug. “That was unbelievable. I wish Dad were here…he’d be proud of you, too.”
“Thanks, Jeremiah. Believe me…I wish he were here, too… under very different circumstances. Ryan’s the only one who really knows the significance of this discovery. We’ve both taken different paths to get to this point,” Jarrod replied, breaking away from his embrace. He grimaced, holding his stomach in obvious discomfort.
The mood was uncharacteristically chaotic, with all of the men exchanging high-fives and enjoying the carnival-like atmosphere following Jarrod’s amazing feat of levitation. Each man knew this was a huge step toward the ultimate goal-which, if achieved, would make them all incredibly wealthy.
“Enough,” Kilmer barked, interrupting the revelry. “By jingos, Professor, that was ripper indeed. Good on ya. Why, ya look just as amazed as us. But this is just a start. We have a bigger project in mind and I need to know if this thin’s got the goods.”
“Not so fast, Mr. Kilmer. You promised me a conversation with Sela Coscarelli if I carried out your order. I’ve complied. You owe me,” Jarrod said defiantly, straightening up to disguise any sign of weakness. The mood turned suddenly darker as it appeared another confrontation was brewing between the quarrelsome scientist and the autocratic mercenary.
“Blimey, use yer loaf, Conrad! Yer up shit creek,” Kilmer glowered. “But I’ll cop ya sweet as promised. But don’t think me soft. I take rules of negotiation dead serious. Any commander worth ‘is ribbons would do the same,” Kilmer added, putting a fine point on his rationale to concede to Jarrod’s demand.
Kilmer turned to his men. “Stark, contact Sully. Give ‘im the deal. Have ‘im ring when Coscarelli’s ready to chat with the professor here.”
“I’m on it,” Starkovich replied, flipping open his cell to make the call to Sully Metusack in South Carolina.
“Now, as I said, Professor…we’re on a good wicket here. Mills claims yer contraption can run in reverse to increase gravity. Just wonderin’,” he paused, “what happens to the Humvee if we ran the machine in reverse with the same core?”
“The beauty of the equations lies in their flexibility,” Jarrod replied, intrigued by the question. “Any object levitated with a given energized nuclear force can have its mass theoretically reversed to produce the squared value of the object’s original mass.”
“What’s that mean for an Aussie fool like me?” Kilmer asked, parroting Jarrod’s earlier insult.
Jarrod took a long, exasperated breath. “For example, if an object normally weighs 100 pounds, the gravity machine could exert 100 pounds squared…or 10,000 pounds of additional force on the object. Einstein first defined this mathematical constant when he discovered relativity. He proved that the amount of energy available in splitting an atom was equal to its mass times the speed of light squared. This is his famous formula, E=mc ^ 2. Gravity follows this exact same proportional relationship.
“The Humvee would be flattened if the square of its weight was applied to its fullest extent,” Jarrod explained, smoothly slipping into his customary teaching role, aware that he was speaking well above Kilmer’s learning. “In this case the formula G=m ^ 2 e defines the amount of available gravity that can be converted by squaring the mass of an object times the amount of electrical force. It’s really rather simple.”
At that moment, Starkovich returned to the group, interrupting the discussion. “I’ve got Sully if you want to talk to him before he puts the woman on,” he said, offering his cell phone to Kilmer. “He understands the drill.”
“No,” Kilmer said. “Let’s git the yappin’ over with. I want to run the next test before we quit and mobilize.”
“Okay, put her on,” Stark said.
Jarrod took the phone from Starkovich and waited.
“Jarrod?” Sela’s voice on the end of the line sounded curious.
“Sela, thank God,” he said, relieved to hear her voice. “Are you okay?”
“Yes, I’m fine for now. What’s all this craziness about?” she asked hurriedly.
“I don’t know how much time I have, Sela, but everything you’ve heard about Ryan and me is a total fabrication…we’ve been set up…” was all he was able to say before Kilmer cut him off, wresting the phone from his hand.
“Listen up, Coscarelli,” Kilmer said. “I’m holdin’ the professor here. Do what yer told and it’ll all be aces. If I hear yer mixin’ it up, I promise it’ll go badly for ‘em. We clear?”
“Very clear, Mr. Whoever-you-are. But mark my words…my father will not take this matter lying down. I’m sure by now every lawman in the country is aware of my predicament. You’ll rue the day you got involved with my family, sir” she brazenly threatened.
Blimey! Kilmer thought. What’s about this clan that makes ‘em threaten the very people holdin’ ‘em hostage? Cheeky blighters, I’ll grant.
“Yer gutsie, lady,” Kilmer chuckled, mildly amused by the woman’s spunk. “I know ‘bout yer father, ma’am. We’ll have a proportional response ready for anythin’ he does. I hope for yer skin he doesn’t interfere. Now put my mate back on the tellie,” he ordered.
“Yes, sir?” Sully asked, replacing Sela on the call.
“Listen, pally…hang tight,” Kilmer said. “Both yer and Marlon chill ‘til I call ya. Keep an eye peeled for Feds. The woman’s too right…the cops’ll pull out all stops to find ‘er. I’ll let ya know when we make tracks to West Point; we’ll all meet there. Has Holloway showed?”
“No, sir, but everything’s fine here. The woman’s cooperating… she’s got a mouth on her, though,” Sully said with a slight chuckle. “We’ll await your call. Oh…and just so you know, Travis was planning on flying back to California. He won’t be happy to hear he’s staying in Hilton Head.”
“Tell the piker to shut the fuck up. He doesn’t make a move b’fore I tell ‘im. And let me know if Holloway surfaces…good oh, mate? I don’t need any of his bullshit, either.”
“Stayin’ frosty, sir. Let me know if you need anything else,” Sully said, disconnecting the call.
Righto…it’s a goer, Kilmer thought, walking to rejoin the group near the trailer. The machine works; Holloway’s not up my nose; no cops… what’s missing? Couple more days we’ll be in Kentucky. Mother, that’ll be a slog.
He walked over to the vehicle. Let’s see if the cheeky professor can flatten the Humvee…



FORTY-ONE


San Francisco
08:30 HOURS
Special Agent Jason Henry was in his spacious quarters along Pilot’s Row in the Presidio near downtown San Francisco. The joint chiefs kept several homes along Lincoln Boulevard for visiting generals and their families while billeted at the old San Francisco Army Base. Staying at the Presidio was one of many perks offered to executive officers of the Department of Defense.
He loved the thought of all the great military minds that had sat at the very desk he now occupied. It was a little before 8:30 a.m., but he was in no rush to leave his room. He sat at the spacious writing desk, transcribing notes from the past several days of investigation, trying to figure out his next move. There was something about this evolving case that bothered him; he just couldn’t put his finger on it.
He gazed out at the Golden Gate Bridge from the picture window framing his room. In the few days he’d been staying at the base, he’d become quite fond of watching a seemingly endless parade of vehicles traverse the bridge. He’d even witnessed a Navy FA-18 Hornet fly underneath it; something he figured would earn the pilot a severe reprimand. What an incredible engineering feat, he thought. Amazing what some people accomplish.
“ We interrupt this program to bring you late-breaking news,” said the television anchor from KGO in San Francisco. This snapped Agent Henry back to reality, drawing his attention to the news flash on the TV.
“KGO has just learned that Dr. Sela Coscarelli, daughter of United States Senator Alfonse Coscarelli, has been kidnapped. Dr. Coscarelli is a cellular genetics research fellow at Johns Hopkins University. The University has not issued a formal response but sources tell KGO that Dr. Coscarelli is a highly respected researcher working to discover a cure for a wide range of genetic diseases, including muscular dystrophy. Authorities have yet to divulge anyone claiming responsibility for the kidnapping or the existence of any ransom demands. There is no comment coming from the senator’s office. KGO will of course keep you apprised of further information as it develops.”
Holy shit, Henry thought. Unbelievable. I knew something smelled about this cousins’ vendetta nonsense. This is way out in left field!
Not a minute after the news flash, his cell phone began to vibrate. The phone identified that Lieutenant David Morris was calling.
“Morning, Lieutenant,” Agent Henry said, quickly answering the call.
“Hello, Jason…hey, did you happen to catch the news about Dr. Coscarelli?”
“Yeah, I just heard it.”
“Did you know she’s Ryan Marshall’s sister-in-law?”
“No. What do you make of this?”
“Well, grab your ass, buddy, ’cause it gets even better,” Morris said, filling Agent Henry in on the happenings at Conrad’s house.
“Whew,” Henry whistled as he listened to the news.
“No, no…wait…that’s not all. There’s more,” Morris continued. “I sent a patrolman to check on Conrad this morning when he didn’t answer his phone. I wanted to get his reaction to the news about Dr. Coscarelli. Now it looks like he’s missing, too. Neighbors tell us that shortly after we cleared the area last night, Dr. Conrad left with two men in a black van. No one’s seen him since. We have people combing the area at the university. Same deal…he hasn’t reported to the lab, either. Can you believe it?”
“Well, no one could make this shit up…I’ll grant you that,” Henry replied. “Let’s see if I have this straight: We have three people ostensibly abducted-all from the same family, two of whom are related to Senator Coscarelli. We have two estranged cousins that are somehow embroiled in a plot surrounding new technology the Defense Department’s been tracking. And we have twenty pounds of missing radioactive material that this contraption needs to operate,” he recited, pausing to see if he had missed anything. “Dare I ask… have you got anything else?”
“Chrissake, there better not be anything else,” Morris replied. “We’ve got the entire department working on this thing. My first priority this morning is to track down Dr. Conrad and hopefully catch Marshall before he and his ex make matters any worse…if that’s even possible.”
“Okay, keep in touch, Dave. I was planning on visiting Niles Penburton this morning. There’s something that’s just not right about this guy. The disappearance of his partner will give me the perfect opening to ask him a few more questions. We’re not out of this thing yet, Lieutenant, but the wind’s shifting. Anything this complex leaves a wide swath of evidence and all kinds of overlooked details. We’ll nail these bastards, mark my words,” Henry boldly predicted.
“Well, I hope you’re right, Jason. We haven’t begun to see the political fallout yet. But brace yourself…the heat’s rising as sure as thunderheads bring afternoon showers,” he said, ending the call.
Jason Henry sat at the writing desk looking astonished. The latest events had exponentially complicated his investigation. Previously it had seemed wildly coincidental to him that the theft of this new antigravity technology at the Quantum Building, which required atomic fuel to function, was followed so closely by the theft of twenty pounds of nuclear material from the Livermore facility. In his twenty-six years in law enforcement, thirteen as a special agent for the Defense Department, he had learned to be wary of coincidences. The current situation confirmed his experience once again.
The news of multiple abductions surrounding the pioneer of the new technology left little doubt in Henry’s mind that someone close to Dr. Conrad was connected to the crime, and his intuition kept pointing to someone closely associated with the Quantum Corporation. He’d make book on it. It was most likely someone with in-depth knowledge of the research that Conrad was conducting.
Agent Henry didn’t have the same conviction about Jarrod Conrad. He recognized Dr. Conrad was the genius behind this new technology and he’d remained implacable about losing his coveted research. Conrad’s ego is larger than an Oklahoma prairie, his notes read. Would never sell out; vital to be recognized as the pioneer of this work.
Agent Henry figured it was time to follow his hunch and pressure Niles Penburton. He was certain this guy held the key to the mystery behind both Quantum and Livermore. Everyone had an intrinsic vulnerability, and even though Penburton’s soft spot still eluded him, Henry knew that skillful probing would uncover his weakness. Let’s roll some dice, he thought, grabbing his coat and heading for the door. Niles is about to crap out.
Agent Henry arrived at the Quantum Building at Stanford just after 10:00 a.m. He parked in the visitors’ lot and went directly to Penburton’s office on the tenth floor. He knocked but didn’t wait to be admitted, opening the door and walking directly inside. Penburton looked up from his desk and Henry caught a brief glimpse of terror on the man’s face. He was glad he’d caught the man off-guard.
“Good morning, Professor,” Agent Henry started, watching as the man nervously shuffled together something he’d been reading before quickly storing it away in the top drawer of his otherwise neatly ordered desk. “I hope I haven’t caught you at a bad time, but there are new developments in my investigation that you might be able to address. This’ll only take a few minutes,” he said, indicating that Penburton had no choice otherwise.
“Agent Henry, what a pleasant surprise,” Penburton lied, trying to conceal his alarm. The special agent’s impromptu visit was unwelcome but not altogether unexpected, given the message he had received from Jarrod late last night. The agent’s presence at Quantum was always troublesome and mentally fatiguing, made more so ever since Holloway’s team had stolen Conrad’s antigravity research. “Please, come in. How can I help you?” he asked, hospitably, feigning curiosity.
“Professor, we have a big problem here,” Henry said, taking a seat while removing his notebook from his breast pocket. “Things are just not adding up. I’ve been working with Lieutenant Morris from PAPD, and it seems we’re both running into the same inconsistencies. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but as of this morning, Dr. Conrad is presumed missing. In addition, his cousin’s son was kidnapped from his home late last night and we’ve just learned that Dr. Sela Coscarelli, Ryan Marshall’s ex-sister-in-law, has also been abducted from her home in Maryland.”
Penburton was mortified at the report from Agent Henry. A rush of adrenalin shot through his body when he heard about Sela. He realized that Holloway had acted on his hunch that she was someone Jarrod cared about. He tried valiantly to maintain his composure and not let Henry see that he was mortified. He also needed to conceal his foreknowledge of Jarrod’s abduction, having previously decided not to divulge the late-night call he had received. Penburton realized with grim awareness that he would be considered an accessory in all these capital crimes if Agent Henry discovered his association with Holloway.
“My God, Conrad’s missing?” he asked in mock surprise, contorting his face into an anguished look. “In light of everything else that’s happened since the break-in, I’m surprised you fellas didn’t have someone assigned to protect him. Do you have any idea what happens to our research if he’s not found?” he asked firmly, attempting to deflect the subject of conversation. “What’s all this got to do with me anyway?”
“It’s looking more and more like an inside job, Professor,” Henry bluntly replied, setting a steady gaze on Penburton, looking for a flinch, a jerk, or any imperceptible sign that might give him away as the inside source. He saw it, barely detectable; the professor was scared. His eyes darted almost indiscernibly, but it was a dead giveaway. The professor was exhibiting the mammalian fight-or-flight reflex. When confronted by danger, the subject will choose to fight, or run like hell. There was no doubt: Penburton was looking for a way to bolt. I’ve got you, you son-of-a-bitch, Henry thought.
“Since you’re Dr. Conrad’s partner, I’m sure you must know things about him that most others wouldn’t be privy to. Can you tell me if there’s anyone who might be able to set up this plan? It’s remarkably complex-making it look like his long-estranged cousin was behind the break-in could have only come from someone closely allied to the professor. See where I’m going with this?”
“I understand your point, Agent Henry, but I can assure you I don’t know anything about this. As you correctly point out, I’m his partner. Why would I steal research I already own? And to imply I’m somehow involved in his kidnapping…mind-boggling.”
“Well…then you won’t mind me investigating your phone calls, bank records, credit card transactions, and past tax filings,” Henry responded officiously. “That should clear up any doubt about your involvement quite nicely, Professor.”
Jason Henry had to keep from breaking a smile. The look on Penburton’s face was priceless. It was the look of a trapped animal- inextricably caught, without recourse, and no hope of rescue.
“I can’t see how that information will help you, but if it assists in finding Jarrod and recovering his stolen research, by all means you’ll have my full and complete cooperation,” Penburton calmly replied, stalling while he assessed his next move. “But since you appear to have made me a suspect in this investigation, I’ll need to consult with my attorney, and I must insist that you produce a court order to procure the documents you request. Now, if you’ll kindly remove yourself from my office, I have a class to teach,” he finished, abruptly standing up from his desk, indicating their discussion was concluded.
“No problem, Professor. I appreciate your willingness to cooperate, but making me obtain a court order makes your offer insincere. I would advise you not to leave the city until this is resolved. Good day, Professor. I’ll be in touch,” Agent Henry said, standing to leave.
There was no doubt in his mind that Niles Penburton was dirty. He could smell a rat and this rat was the partner of Dr. Jarrod Conrad, inventor of the world’s first antigravity machine. Lie to me once, shame on you. Lie to me twice, I’ll eat your lunch, Henry thought. I’ve got my man. He’s not Lex Luthor, but this guy knows the man with the plan. I’ll make book on it.



FORTY-TWO


San Jose
08:30 HOURS
Ryan Marshall slowly awoke from a fitful sleep filled with frightful dreams: driving down a dark, steep grade, brakes and headlights failing; fleeing an angry posse brandishing rifles and swinging a noose; being forced to watch Jeremiah drown-his wide eyes looking hurt, longing for rescue. Mercifully the nightmares ceased as the dawn broke and he awoke, relieved that these dreams were just that.
But then reality engulfed him like a mine cave-in as the recollection of his circumstances returned, the certainty of last night’s events crashing down upon him. Even though he badly needed sleep, once his mind began grinding on the enormity of his predicament, he knew it was futile to try further. He looked to the bed next to his and noted that Sarah was not there; it was then that he heard the sound of the shower. He sat up on the edge of the bed, his face in his hands, feeling as though his whole world had been rocked. It was 8:39 a.m.
Ryan’s emotions were horribly conflicted. Even though he felt terrible about Jer’s abduction, he was also feeling a peculiar exhilaration being with Sarah again. Under other circumstances his euphoria from their recent reconciliation would have been boundless, but he had to quash this feeling. He took solace that they were back together, working on the problem, and hoped this interaction would spur them toward a new future.
Their work ethic had always been prominent in their relationship; given a problem, the Marshalls would doggedly pursue its resolution. They were undeterred by obstacles and considered overcoming challenges a noble pursuit. They worked like two draft horses sharing the load, undaunted by rough terrain that lay ahead. At critical times each tapped hidden reserves of fortitude to overcome seemingly insurmountable odds. Ryan knew it was time again to reach for this inner reserve and draw the emotional strength needed to locate their missing son. Even though it seemed hopeless, it was comforting that Jeremiah was presumably alive and healthy, a luxury that had not been available to the Marshalls when facing Jacob’s illness.
Sarah began the upcoming day without having slept a wink. The trauma of losing Jer was excruciatingly difficult to bear; shutting her mind off to this new horror was impossible. After the call to Ben Dare, she had experienced intermittent bouts of anger, grief, fear, and hopelessness. She felt like she’d been run over by a stampede. It was all too much and completely unbearable. Her only consolation was the acknowledgement that Jarrod had made contact with Jer and that he was okay. Throughout the remainder of the night, she reread the message a dozen times, comforted by and grateful for his words that her son was unharmed.
Sarah returned Jarrod’s message. She needed to give assurance they would find his location at all cost: JC: relieved you and Jer ok. We are on the trail. All my love…Sarah
She had composed the brief message, become introspective, and then gratefully sent it on its way. She couldn’t believe that she now held Jarrod in such high esteem, after having loathed his existence nearly every day since the New York City incident. She had no ability to explain how quickly she had moved from absolute contempt to complete forgiveness of Jarrod’s transgressions. All her hopes for Jer’s safe return were in Jarrod’s hands.
Sarah had worked on the laptop for most of the night. She had pored over every inch of the area surrounding Stanford, using Google Earth to look for warehouses within fifty-two minutes of Jarrod’s home. The only thing she could identify was an industrial complex on the southeast side of San Jose. This had to be where Jer had been taken. She decided to let Ryan sleep a bit longer before sharing her hunch. When he awoke, they would make a plan about how to locate their son. Feeling exhausted yet unable to unwind, she decided a long hot shower would help her relax.
Ryan rose from the bed and quietly came into the bathroom. He watched for a moment, noting that his ex-wife stood motionless underneath the steamy showerhead, lost in thought, unaware of his presence. He flashed back to the days immediately following Jacob’s death, remembering the grief counseling they had done at the request of Father Sabo from their church. They’d been advised to maintain a strong sexual intimacy in their relationship, which, among other things, would help them manage the pain of their loss.
Your intimacy will bind you together, the counselor had said, and help you manage the pain of loss. Don’t isolate or turn away from one another. Human intimacy can be a tonic, a source of strength, facilitating healing for couples going through a devastating loss. Sexual relations can provide medicinal benefits beyond anything that can be prescribed. Don’t let your intimacy slip because of your loss and don’t feel guilty about reliving your grief through orgasm. It’s a healthy way to manage the pain. Carrying the grief together is a proven technique for surviving the aftermath of any loss. The goal is to move toward acceptance, and be stronger and more committed to one another through the ordeal.
Ryan’s recollection prompted him to join Sarah in the shower. He had no idea how she would react.
“Want some company?” he asked, cautiously stepping into the billowing steam from the hot water spraying on Sarah’s head. He noted immediately how wonderful it was to see her naked again, remembering that he’d been physically attracted to her from the very first time they met on the quad at the university campus; she looked just as lovely as ever.
Sarah didn’t respond to his question, but merely kept her head down, as if in a trance.
“Turn around,” Ryan said. “Let me wash your back, honey.” She turned slowly away from him, allowing him to gently soap her back with the wash cloth. As he did so, he caressed her shoulders and softly massaged her neck, running his hand down the small of her back. Sarah trembled.
“I need you,” she said, almost in a whisper, continuing to look at the drain. “I can’t help it, Ryan…I want you.”
Sarah turned toward him and pressed her body against his, lifting her hand to pull his face down to hers. Standing under the warm shower, they passionately kissed while their tongues eagerly searched for the other, and for the first time since their separation, their intimacy was rekindled.
Ryan and Sarah left the shower and fell onto the closest double bed, still wet. Sarah forcibly pushed Ryan down on his back and straddled him…guiding herself down onto him. Her thrusts were at first hesitant but soon became more aggressive-it seemed as though she was desperate, overcome by physical need that had been building for an interminable time. She pinned his arms while continuing to thrust down upon him, deeper with each push, her eyes fixed upon him, lost in ecstasy. As in the past, when Sarah approached her climax, she would coax him softly, letting him know she was getting close and he no longer needed to control his release.
“Oh, Ryan…oh, my God…you feel sooo good. I’ve missed you so much,” she moaned, grinding her pelvis against his, as he began to match the rhythm of her thrusts. She kept her eyes upon him, tears beginning to well up, thankful that this wasn’t the same frustrating dream she’d had ever since their divorce. “I never stopped needing you, never stopped wanting you. Oh, my God…I’ve missed you, darling. Ohhhh!” And for the first time in what seemed like forever, they both climaxed together.
When the contractions completely subsided, she collapsed on top of him, relaxing the full weight of her body, breathing rapidly until at last she settled her face into the nook between his neck and shoulder. He held her tightly, continuing to stroke her back, squeezing her buttocks, kissing her lightly.
“I love you, Sarah,” he said after a moment, but he wasn’t sure if she heard him. Sarah’s breathing had changed perceptibly from rapid and shallow to long and deep. She had blissfully passed out from the passion she had needed to spill, her stress relieved. It was the most wonderful thing Ryan had experienced in a long, long time. He was reunited with his lover. His prayers had been answered. He closed his eyes and slipped away, grateful that he was together again with the love of his life.
A loud knocking on the door startled Ryan and he awoke with a start.
“Housekeeping,” was all he could discern, unsure what that meant or where he was. Then he realized he and Sarah were still in the hotel, lying naked on the bed, having both fallen into a deep sleep.
“Just a minute,” he shouted, hearing the maid tapping on the door. “We’ll be right out.”
Ryan and Sarah were jolted into action. Neither of them said a word. They had barely enough time to contemplate anything except to hurriedly dress, pack up, and leave the motel. Surprisingly, they both awoke refreshed and with a renewed sense of purpose. Not ten minutes after the maid had awakened them, they were back in Ryan’s SUV, heading again for an unknown destination.
“Oh, my gracious, Ryan…I’m so sorry,” Sarah said flustered, slamming her fist on the seat. “In the midst of everything I forgot to tell you Jarrod sent us a message. He says he’s been taken to a warehouse fifty-two minutes from his house. He must have timed the ride. He’s seen Jer…he’s okay.”
“Are you kidding me? That’s fantastic, honey,” Ryan said excitedly. “Jarrod’s flippin’ unbelievable! We may be able to pinpoint his location.”
“While you were sleeping, I found an industrial complex that looks to be about the distance Jarrod specified. I’ve got the address right here,” she said, reaching into her blouse pocket to retrieve a slip of scratch paper from the motel.
“I’ll be damned! Now that’s the Sarah Marshall I know,” Ryan said, pumping his closed fist. “Load the address in the GPS and let’s find where our guys are located. These bastards will wish they’d never messed with us.”
“How will we know the right location without alerting the kidnappers?” she asked.
“Short of staking out the entire complex and looking for a black van, the only way we’ll know for sure is if they can signal us from inside. Send Jarrod another message. Tell him we’ve discovered their location but need help identifying the exact place. Maybe if they can create a diversion, something that will be an unmistakable signal, we’ll be able to mount a rescue.”
“Ryan, he also said the machine works. They must have put something together in the warehouse. Could he use the machine to signal us?” she asked.
Ryan felt his stomach constrict. He looked across at Sarah with a mixture of envy and disappointment. The goal the two cousins had chased for the better part of their lives was finally realized. Jarrod had harnessed gravity. Ryan had long suspected that his dream of building a frictionless crane capable of circumventing gravity was only a pipe-dream. Jarrod’s theoretical research was the more practical path, but it still hit him hard that Jarrod was the victor in their life-long challenge. Yet that was all behind him now. He resolved to be the better man and congratulate Jarrod at the first opportunity. Man alive, what next? It’s amazing how my life’s changed so dramatically since Detective Westbrook showed up in Taos.
“Good idea. Ask Jarrod that question in your message.”
The vehicle’s GPS unit directed them onto the Bayshore Freeway, indicating a twenty-six mile journey to the address where Jeremiah was being held. Before entering the freeway, Ryan glanced at the fuel gauge on the Durango and decided to stop at the Chevron station near the freeway onramp.
As he fueled the vehicle, Sarah recognized that the Denny’s Restaurant next to the gas station prominently displayed a Wi-Fi connection. She decided to send her next message to Jarrod: JC: Heading your way. Can machine send signal to where you are? Sarah.
She sent the message with positive vibes that Jer would be safe and unharmed. But then she received Jarrod’s next message almost immediately in return: Entire troupe moving. Big plan for machine. Heard mention
‘South.’ Danger! Don’t get too close. Contact Morris, PAPD.
“Ryan,” Sarah shouted, hastily stepping out of the SUV to read Jarrod’s message aloud. “We’re too late!”
“Damnit,” he lamented, slumping his shoulders from the latest news. Jarrod’s message further provoked his frustration; he berated himself for tarrying much longer than was prudent. Had Sarah and he not fallen asleep earlier, they might have been able to catch up with Jeremiah before they departed. Now there was nothing but an obscure message as their latest lead.
“We need to contact this Morris. We can’t continue without professional help. I know Dad’s working on something-he’s going to need our cooperation with the authorities. Please, can’t we get help?” Sarah implored.
“Sarah, we’ve discussed this,” he replied emphatically. “I can’t turn myself in! I’m not going to jail while Jer’s missing. God only knows how long it would take to get me out…by then it could be too late. Please don’t ask me to do that, Sarah.”
“Ryan, I didn’t mean for you to give up,” she explained. “But we need to call Morris. The police need to know Jarrod’s suspicion about a plan for the machine. It may mean something…maybe the police can set up roadblocks, who knows? I’m going to call them, Ryan. This is too big for us to handle alone,” she said, determined to have her way.
“Alright, you win. But don’t give them our location,” he said, watching as she fished her cell phone from an oversized purse. “They’re going to demand you turn us in…you know that. And remember, Jarrod said they could trace us with the cell phone, so shut it down as quickly as possible.”
“I’ll only tell them about Jarrod’s last message, I promise. I’m still behind our plan, but we need every available resource.”
Sarah made the call to the Palo Alto police and was connected to Lieutenant David Morris. She provided a full accounting of everything she’d heard from Jarrod, carefully deflecting his warning that she and Ryan immediately turn themselves in. She asked about Sela, and Morris confirmed that she, too, had been abducted, presumably by the same men.
“There’s a world of hurt coming down on these guys, Mrs. Marshall,” he told her. “These are very dangerous men. Please don’t compromise your safety or our ability to solve this case. Let us handle the situation.”
Sarah promised to stay in touch, but nothing more. She then terminated the call and removed the battery from her iPhone, confident she had accomplished Jarrod’s instructions.
As they were leaving the Chevron station, Sarah recognized a Catholic church by the cross prominently displayed high atop a steeple. She crossed herself and closed her eyes, praying that the path that lay ahead would lead them to rescue their missing son, Sela, and Jarrod Conrad.



FORTY-THREE


Washington, D.C.
09:00 HOURS
Under the best of times, passing through security at the Hart Building was an arduous effort, but never more so than when entering the U.S. Senate offices outside the customary hours of operation. Before admittance it was mandatory for everyone to step through ultrasensitive metal detectors and send all purses or briefcases through an X-ray device. But anyone accessing the building outside normal business hours between 8:00 a.m. and 8:00 p.m. was required to answer a battery of additional questions explaining the necessity for entry. Ever since the much-publicized anthrax letter in 2003, entry to all congressional offices was under very tight security.
Ben Dare had called each of the senator’s staff and ordered that they get to the office immediately; he didn’t explain the particulars, except to say their presence was required for a matter of utmost urgency. He arrived at the Hart Building just before 8:00 a.m. and explained to the lead security officer that his entry was imperative. He confided that while he wasn’t at liberty to disclose the urgent matter that required the staff’s early presence, he gave assurance that they would shortly receive an official memo explaining the breach in protocol.
Senator Alfonse Coscarelli arrived shortly before nine and was indignant that security demanded an explanation for his staff’s early arrival. He informed them that a family matter was the cause, and his chief of staff would be preparing the requisite documentation, including an official account as security stipulated. When he finally entered his office, he called Ben for a briefing on the status of efforts to find Sela and Jeremiah.
“Ben, can you give me an update?” he asked, using the intercom that linked their two offices. He slumped behind his ornate desk, feeling weary and disoriented.
“Good morning, sir,” Ben replied. Promptly entering the senator’s office, he was shocked by the strain etched on his boss’s face. He had never seen the senator look more disheveled. Alfonse took pride in his appearance, believing the office he held demanded strict attention to superlative sartorial decorum, but the news of the kidnappings had evidently superseded this habitual propriety.
“Please come in, Ben,” Alfonse invited, lacking his customary gusto.
Ben glanced at his notes to see where to begin. “First, you’ll want to know that Charles Vickers will be here any moment. Emerson Palmer has also agreed to look into the case. He’ll be able to address your questions about the cleaners.
“All the staff’s assembled in case we need anything at all,” he continued, trying to anticipate the senator’s questions. “Everyone’s been briefed about the personal nature of the problem and has sworn to keep everything that happens today strictly confidential. Any media calls will be directed to me. LaDonna is also preparing a statement for your approval. Is there anything else you immediately want to know, Senator?”
Al was massaging his forehead, fighting a nasty headache. “Yes, Ben…explain what we’re doing about Sela?”
“We’ve contacted the DC Metro Police and filed a missing persons report. So far no one at Johns Hopkins has heard anything from anyone demanding ransom or otherwise. We don’t have any leads at the moment, sir. The police visited her home and although the front door was smashed in, everything else appeared normal. There was no evidence inside suggesting a physical altercation. That’s good news, Senator. At least we think Sela’s okay.”
“None of this is good news from where I sit, Ben. I appreciate everything you’ve done, but damnit…I want better answers than this. Is that all Sarah could give you last night?” Al asked, looking uncharacteristically harried.
“Yes, sir, I’m afraid so,” Ben said apologetically, feeling ineffective. “We’ll know more as the day progresses. At some point, the kidnappers will make contact with ransom demands and we can formulate a response. I know this is difficult, sir, but the authorities need time to gather evidence. The people responsible will eventually make a mistake, and when they do our guys will be there.”
At that moment LaDonna entered the office and announced that Director Charles Vickers had arrived. Ben asked that she not keep the Director waiting.
Vickers was a portly, balding man of tall stature, which seemed odd for the director of the Secret Service. The stereotypical agent was usually in excellent physical shape, of medium build, with a full head of closely cut hair. But Agent Vickers was an anomaly. He was a veteran of the service, having served in the Reagan, Bush, and Clinton administrations. Vickers was a young agent when President Ronald Reagan had been shot by John Hinkley, Jr. coming out of the Washington Hilton Hotel in May of 1981. He steadily rose through the ranks and finally landed the top government job charged with protecting the president of the United States. Vickers was known as a no-nonsense agent with a low tolerance for superfluous meetings that wasted his time. His presence meant that he considered the senator’s problem significant enough for him to personally respond.
“Good morning, Director Vickers,” the senator said crossing in front of his desk to shake hands as he entered. “I appreciate you responding on such short notice.”
“Not at all, Senator. I’m happy to be of service. Sorry to hear about your daughter.”
“Well, let’s get right to it then,” Alfonse said. “Under the circumstances, what can you do for me? I understand your authority is limited to providing security for the president, but is there anything you can do to help locate my daughter and grandson?”
“I’m sorry, sir. You understand correctly that my power is centrally focused on the executive branch. I don’t have much latitude to investigate anything beyond this very limited scope,” Director Vickers said, folding his arms across his chest, looking somewhat defensive. “However we do routinely work with local law enforcement and I don’t see any reason we wouldn’t do that in this case. I’ve assigned a couple of agents to follow up with the authorities investigating your daughter’s disappearance, and I’ll do the same with the authorities in California. But I regret to inform you that the service’s involvement will be limited only to inquiries, Senator. I wish I could be of more service.”
“What about a cleaner?” Alfonse asked. “I’m certain you could get in touch with those guys. Can they help in any way?”
Director Vickers looked askance at Ben, frowning as he did so. “I see Mr. Dare has been spreading rumors. I assure you, in my official capacity as director of the Secret Service, I know of no such organization within our government. That is my unqualified statement on the matter and I would so testify if asked about the subject under oath.”
He paused to let the statement sink in.
“But unofficially, Senator, yes, I know about the organization. They’re a group of men and women outside the government who routinely work beyond the usual channels. I have no idea how to contact them, Senator, and would advise you to think carefully before you attempt to do so.” Vickers’ rigid body language spoke volumes about his thoughts on the subject.
“The cleaners get their name from mopping up messy situations that require deniability through official government channels. It’s unclear to me who has authority over this clandestine group…certainly not Secret Service or even the FBI. The CIA also disavows any contact with them, although their agency is the one most likely to warrant this type of activity. They are independent and work outside the law-they’ve been rumored to carry out assassinations, rip-off drug dealers, and incite riots. Anyone associated with them will be guilty of conspiracy at the very least. Please, sir, tell me you aren’t considering this course of action.”
“What I’m doing is my own business,” Al replied, returning the director’s scowl. “Your offer to make inquiries about my family members is most gracious, but I need more help than that. If you were in my shoes, you might see things differently.”
At that moment LaDonna quietly re-entered the office and handed Ben a note, alerting him that Emerson Palmer was waiting in the vestibule. Ben passed the note to the senator and asked LaDonna not to admit Palmer until after Vickers cleared the room.
“Director Vickers, you’ll have to excuse me but I have another appointment,” Al said, abruptly standing to hasten the man from his office. “I appreciate your offer; please keep Mr. Dare apprised of any developments.”
“Sir, you have my promise to do all that I can. Please think carefully about what we’ve discussed,” he said, shaking the senator’s hand as he rose. “I appreciate your leadership on the Intelligence Committee,” he added, moving toward the door, and taking the opportunity to lobby the senator as he departed. “I hope you continue to consider me a worthy source of information any time your committee has questions, Senator.”
Director Vickers moved into the anteroom of the senator’s office and was mildly surprised to see Emerson Palmer. The director had never been particularly supportive when Palmer was with the service. Vickers recognized his considerable talents for counterespionage, but fell in league with other, more regimented agents who didn’t appreciate Palmer’s unorthodox ways.
“Well, fancy meeting you here,” Vickers said as they passed one another without shaking hands. “I might’ve known…smell blood, Palmer?” he taunted. “Of course, ambulance chasing does suit you.”
“Buzz off, Vickers,” Palmer retorted. “Go find someone else to harass.” He was determined to get in his own dig at the man he held partly responsible for his early dismissal from the service. “Hell… you look terrible, Chuck,” he goaded as Vickers was leaving. “I’d see a doctor.”
Palmer was archetypical of a private eye: medium build, exemplary shape, non-descript features, and modest dress. Nothing about him really stood out. The man entering the senator’s office could easily pass for any number of nationalities. He was a genuine chameleon.
“Mr. Palmer, I’m Alfonse Coscarelli, and this is my chief of staff, Ben Dare,” Al said, ushering him into the office. “I do appreciate your coming here on such short notice. Have you been told why I’ve asked you here this morning?” Alfonse asked, eschewing customary pleasantries but indicating that Palmer make himself comfortable.
“Not exactly, sir,” Palmer replied. “I’ve had a brief conversation with Mr. Dare, but he only told me that something may have happened to your daughter and grandson. How can I be of service, Senator?” he asked, settling into the soft leather couch as he looked around the room.
It’s amazing, Emerson thought. All 100 senators’ offices look exactly the same. The furnishings were different, but each office was decorated with memorabilia from the senator’s home state, pictures of the senator with the president or key cabinet members, the American and corresponding state flags, and other prized treasures of the office-holder. Anyone visiting a congressional office was at a significant disadvantage. This office epitomizes a home-court advantage.
“Mr. Palmer, we don’t have much time, so please forgive my bluntness,” Al said. “It’s true my daughter Sela Coscarelli and grandson, Jeremiah Marshall, have been abducted. Ben has informed me that you’re not only an excellent private investigator, but also have information about an organization called the ‘cleaners.’ Is my information correct? Am I speaking to the right man?” he asked worriedly, craning his neck forward while perched on the edge of his seat.
“Yes, Senator…I suppose you are…if the group you’re referring to is the one that our government has been secretly deploying but refusing to acknowledge ever since the Revolutionary War,” he answered cautiously, measuring the man for any sign of trickery. It didn’t seem likely the senator would be up to any chicanery because he wasn’t lying about his daughter; news of her disappearance was just hitting the news channels. Still, it was better to be cautious when speaking to the chairman on the Senate Intelligence Committee about secret information known only to the president.
“Throughout our history, Senator, there have been times when in the best interest of our country, the Executive Office has taken actions to protect the values and freedoms we Americans hold dear, freedoms that were paid for with the blood of patriots ever since our country was founded. Many of these actions would be considered highly illegal were they reported, damaging the ability of the president and our Armed Forces to properly protect this country. In the interest of providing a strong national defense, keep the peace, and fight insurrection and oppression, there is a group of highly skilled people who work outside the channels of government. They are known as cleaners. Why do you ask about them, Senator?”
“I ask, Mr. Palmer, because I want to know if this resource is an available option to find my missing family. I’m in dire straits here. You saw the director of the Secret Service just depart. You probably also know there is nothing they can do for me. That means I’m totally at the mercy of local law enforcement to rescue my daughter and grandson. That’s unacceptable,” Alfonse said, summing up the situation as best he could. “I’m willing to try anything…”
“‘Unacceptable’ is an interesting word, sir. There are members of your Intelligence Committee that speak with great conviction that there should never be a time when our government acts outside the bounds of the Geneva Convention. They abhor any activity that strays from conventional intelligence-gathering methods. These liberal zealots are the very same people who would weaken our national defense in the interest of providing full disclosure, when to do so would compromise the safety of those brave patriots who tackle jobs none of them have the temerity, courage, or wherewithal to perform. It might be well for you to recognize the spew of conscientious objectors on your committee who would just as soon issue warnings to our enemy before we take actions to protect this country,” he said harshly, as Ben twisted uncomfortably in his seat.
“Has anyone contacted you with a ransom demand?” Palmer asked, looking at Ben.
“Not so far,” Ben replied, composing himself, flummoxed that Palmer would use this opportunity to espouse his personal views about members of the Senate Intelligence Committee. “Early this morning I spoke to Lieutenant Dave Morris from the Palo Alto PD,” he said, fully explaining the salient facts as he knew them. “Morris claims there’s more to the kidnappings than meets the eye. He’s been working with Agent Jason Henry from DOD following the theft of nuclear material from the Lawrence Livermore Lab. Morris and Agent Henry think all this is interconnected and hinges on new technology that Dr. Jarrod Conrad has developed out at Stanford.”
“The facts are intriguing, I’ll grant you that, sir,” Palmer replied, looking steadily at Al, weighing everything he’d heard. “Let’s say I believe you…and I’m able to get in touch with parties that may be of assistance. What’s this service worth to you, Senator?”
“I beg your pardon?” Al replied, taken aback by the presumption of the man’s question. “I thought this was a secret government operation…that you would get these cleaners to do the job.”
“Senator, forgive me…I merely said I’ve heard rumors of this organization. I did not mean to imply that I could get anyone beyond myself involved. Your case offers an interesting challenge and I offer my undivided attention.”
“What do you charge, Mr. Palmer?” Al asked gruffly, perturbed that the subject of money had been broached. He would gladly pay anything to get his family back, but he never expected to be dealing with a mercenary when Palmer was invited to advise him.
“There’s a reason for my question, Senator,” Palmer said, sensing his umbrage. “Believe me, you do not want your fingerprints on what I’m about to set in motion, sir. What I’m offering is deniability. If there’s even a hint of conspiracy or collusion regarding the deployment of covert government resources, you’ll want to truthfully testify that you had no knowledge of any impropriety- especially in your capacity as chairman of the Intelligence Committee. By hiring my firm at the going rate, you’ll successfully avoid any perception of impropriety. While I’m not considered beyond reproach by many of my contemporaries, I have assembled a credible private detective agency that will provide a suitable cover. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes, I understand, Mr. Palmer. Please forgive my indignation,” Al replied. “What’s the going rate to retain your services?”
“A thousand dollars a day, plus expenses…times two missing persons,” he replied. “I need my standard retainer of $5,000 to begin. I’ll have my office assistant draft a contract and send it right over.”
“Ben, I’ll need the contact information for Lieutenant Morris and Agent Henry. I’ll make a call and see how we can begin to fit in without stepping on any toes.”
“Try not to worry, Senator. You’ll have the most experienced personnel in the country looking for your family,” he said reassuringly.
“Thank you, Mr. Palmer,” Al said, warmly embracing his hand as they each stood to conclude the meeting. “I feel an overwhelming sense of relief knowing you’ll be involved. Here, let me give you a check before you leave.”
“Not necessary, sir. That can be handled when the contract is delivered. Just be sure to inform me the minute you hear about a ransom…or anything else. Here’s my private number,” he said, handing Ben his card.
Emerson Palmer left the senator’s office feeling more alive than he had in a dozen years. He was frankly amazed that Ben Dare somehow had known to contact him, but chalked it up to mere coincidence. No one knew about his connection to the most notorious organization in the annals of the United States government. He had been recruited early in his career to join this secret group, and he had never regretted his decision. It was explained to him early on that he would likely have no family, no close friends, and no professional colleagues as a result of his secret involvement as a cleaner, all of which had come true. But he eagerly made this choice, sacrificing a stable private life and his future career in the government in exchange for the promise of helping to protect the American way of life in ways that were beyond all comprehension. Reflecting on that fateful decision never gave him pause; he’d make the same decision again today and twice on Sunday.
His participation as a cleaner had made it impossible to adhere to the government party line and ultimately cost him his position in the Secret Service, even though his role as an agent was really just a cover to begin with. His detective agency now provided that suitable cover when his special expertise was requested by the Executive Office.
Palmer had been cautious not to show any recognition of the men already investigating the Coscarelli case when they were mentioned in the senator’s office. But the minute he heard that Jason Henry from DOD was involved, he knew for certain someone high up in the government was keenly interested in this new technology. Jason Henry was a cleaner. They had a long association together. Palmer figured it was just a matter of time before the team was convened to discuss what Agent Henry was tracking.
I wonder what’s really behind all this, Emerson thought. With Jason involved, one of the joint chiefs must really have a bug up his butt about Dr. Conrad’s technology. I can’t wait to find out what’s really going on. It’s been way too long…hell, yeah, we may finally have a job brewing!



FORTY-FOUR


Stanford University
10:30 HOURS
Niles Penburton was beside himself. The fact that Special Agent Henry was probing his personal records meant without a doubt that he was considered a suspect in everything that was taking place. He was beginning to feel like a dupe, loathing the day he first heard from Alastair Holloway. Why hadn’t he followed his intuition, which told him Holloway wasn’t the white knight he professed himself to be?
Before Holloway came into the picture, he was sitting on top of the world: He was co-owner of a prestigious research firm at Stanford University, and a tenured professor with a partner about to introduce the world’s first antigravity machine. How could he have been so foolish as to fall prey to the easy money that Holloway had offered? My God, I’ve been so stupid, he thought. It’s time to cut my losses. I’ve got to tell Holloway our deal’s off; the situation is way out of hand. I’m done playing the fool for this guy.
Niles sat in his corner office looking out across the Stanford campus, indulging his favorite pastime. He would need to marshal all his fortitude to make one of the most difficult calls of his life. He knew that Holloway would vigorously object to his change of heart at the eleventh hour, but nevertheless, his mind was made up. He was done being the fall guy in Holloway’s master plan.
After the call to Holloway, he decided he’d head directly to the airport and board the first plane out of the country. He had $10 million of Holloway’s money, and he figured to just disappear and live a life of comfort in the Mediterranean, maybe somewhere in Greece. Whatever happened next, he was finished being Holloway’s patsy.
“What is it now?” Holloway replied briskly, answering his cell phone.
“Alastair…we’ve got a major problem,” Niles started. “I’ve been contacted by Agent Henry from DOD again. He’s demanding I release all my personal records. He considers me a suspect, for chrissake!” His voice was rising to a shriek.
“Alright, easy now…we figured this might happen. The key is to keep your head and not appear to be panicking,” Holloway responded, calmly trying to assess the gist of the problem.
“Well, that’s all well and good for you, Alastair…you don’t have a special agent from the Defense Department breathing down your neck, asking to see personal records…it’s a bit more problematic for me. I’m through with this whole business. I want the rest of my money and you can clean up this mess you’ve created,” he said, less tactfully than he had originally intended.
“Listen to me, you idiot! No one walks out on a deal with me. It’s too late for that. What’s got you so spooked?”
“Agent Henry knows someone close to Conrad is at the root of everything. He’s linked the Quantum theft with that travesty over at Livermore, and now that Jarrod’s missing, he suspects me. He wants to see my personal records-phone, financial, tax returns, you name it. Christ, what do you expect me to do? I didn’t agree to any of this. In fact, you specifically promised to keep me out of all this. You broke our deal as far as I’m concerned.”
“Calm down, goddamnit,” Holloway replied. “Don’t you see this Agent Henry’s on a fishing expedition? He’s got nothing linking you to any of this.”
“Wrong! There’s plenty to link me to this. For starters, there’s the $10 million you advanced me to buy out Conrad’s share of Quantum, not to mention the dozens of phone calls between the two of us the past year. He’s going to put it all together. I’m not going to jail for the murder of innocent people I had nothing to do with.”
“Would you fucking calm down? You’re not thinking clearly. First, the money was sent to a personal Swiss account in your name… it’s untraceable. Second, the only links between you and me are phone records that can be easily explained: You are exploring contracting with Triton Energy to design the manufacturing capacity for Conrad’s machine…just like we planned. Now I want you to just chill out and keep your head; there’s no reason to panic,” Holloway said reassuringly.
“You’re setting me up, aren’t you?” Niles interjected, a bolt of enlightenment spearing his consciousness. “That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? When this is all over, the evidence will put the blame squarely on me. Well, I’m done. You hear me, Alastair? I’m not going to be your flunky any longer. And, believe me…if I go down I’ll take you down with me,” he said, terminating the call.
Stupid son-of-a-bitch is going to ruin everything, Holloway thought as he quickly tried to call Penburton back. He wouldn’t answer. The man had panicked and was about to bolt. He couldn’t keep his wits together in the face of adversity. He had seen this kind of panic before. It was irrational. It didn’t matter how reasonable the explanation, once the panic set in it was like trying to lead the horse back into a burning barn-it wasn’t going to happen.
Holloway assessed his options: He was out the $10 million for the Quantum ownership without Penburton to acknowledge the sale, but without Penburton and the pesky Conrad, he’d control the antigravity machine outright and wouldn’t have a meddling partner to deal with. Actually, the best alternative was to consider Penburton a dry hole and move on. Holloway decided to call Kilmer.
“Yessir,” Kilmer said, answering the call.
“Penburton’s lost his nerve…he’s gone rogue. Take him out ASAP,” he said, not wasting any time on the reason behind the impromptu assassination order.
“Blimey, ya dead cert?” Kilmer asked tentatively. It wasn’t like Holloway to make snappy, hair-trigger decisions of this magnitude.
“Yes I’m sure…do I sound doubtful? Just do as I ask, goddamnit.”
“Good oh. Farley’ll knock him off; he’s still out west. Accident… right?”
“No. Not an accident. I want it too look like a hit. If things work out we’ll pin this whole thing on the weak-kneed son-of-a-bitch. He just fucked with the wrong guy. No one breaks a deal with me…you got it?”
“It’s a done deal…no worries.”
“Where are you?” Holloway asked.
“We’re on schedule, just breezin’ through Arizona. We ain’t dilly dallyin’. No stops except for fuel.”
“Okay, let me know the minute you reach Wildcat. We’re getting close to pulling this off, Richard. Keep it together. We don’t need a misstep at this point.”
“She’ll be right, sir, no sweat. We’ll give it a whirl.”
Yes, you do that, Kilmer, Holloway thought. A couple days from now, this whole extravaganza will be over. I’ll have possession of the world’s first antigravity device and pulled off the crime of the century. Hallelujah.



FORTY-FIVE


Hilton Head, South Carolina
15:00 HOURS
Sela Coscarelli was nonplussed and couldn’t believe her predicament. When the day began, she wouldn’t have believed that by nightfall she would be held captive. The men who had brought her to the palatial estate, while very courteous, had provided her no information whatsoever. The root of the problem was most assuredly centered on Jarrod and Ryan. The call she had received from Jarrod confirmed this premise. For whatever reason, these men were using her for leverage against something the cousins were involved in. Considering their volatile past, it wasn’t a difficult stretch to imagine that they had finally crossed someone bent on taking revenge for their actions.
Why these men considered her vital to their goals was still a mystery. Sela mentally replayed each of the salient facts she and Sarah had discussed the past several days, but couldn’t discern why she was being held or how she figured in. All things considered, it did appear that someone other than the cousins was behind her dilemma. What has all this got to do with me? Sela wondered.
She looked around the room and was astounded by her opulent accommodations. She had been whisked from the airplane to a car and driven to these confines with a hood covering her head. From the pungent scent of the salt air, she figured she was close to a coastal community on the Atlantic Ocean but she had no idea of her exact location. While the bars covering the windows and a locked door prevented her free movement, her confinement was really very nice, much nicer, in fact, than her own home in Maryland. There was a four-poster bed with a canopy in the bedroom, a full Jacuzzi in the bathroom, a fully stocked bar and refrigerator, and the sitting area was decorated with contemporary original paintings and King Louis XV furniture. The big screen plasma TV that graced the center of one wall in the great room was the only thing that appeared ostentatious; a smaller unit would have better fit the size of the room.
Sela went into the bedroom, kicked off her shoes, and plopped down on the comfy king-sized bed, totally bewildered by her circumstances. She had no way to communicate, no clothes, no toiletry items, no reading material. She was already bored with her situation, but, surprisingly, she didn’t feel scared. What in the world is going on?
She had only been lying on the bed a few moments when there was a gentle knock on the door.
“Dr. Coscarelli?” called a female voice through the door. “May I come in?”
“There’s no way for me to stop you,” Sela replied irritably, getting up from the bed.
Angelina Navarro cautiously opened the door and shyly entered the room. “We’ll be okay,” she said coolly to Sully Metusack, who was standing guard outside. “Now, don’t you bother us…this is girl talk,” she added with a wink, shutting the door in his face.
She turned toward Sela and cut the distance between them, offering her outstretched hand. “I’m Angelina, Dr. Coscarelli. Do you mind if I call you Sela?” she asked politely.
“Suit yourself; like most people, I like the sound of my name… but especially coming from friends. Are you friend or foe?” Sela asked, unsure about the meaning of this woman’s presence.
Sela was immediately struck by Angelina’s beauty. Her lustrous black hair perfectly framed her exotic face. She wasn’t wearing much makeup but the little she wore accentuated her bronze skin, making her emerald-green eyes especially striking. She wore a loose blouse that strained to minimize her well-endowed breasts, but there was no disguising her exceptionally long, trim legs. Sela couldn’t remember ever being in the presence of a woman of such exquisite beauty.
“I’m here to offer you my friendship and to make your stay with us as comfortable as possible,” Angelina replied. “I think it’s positively ghastly what they’re doing to you,” she emphasized, “but of course you understand…I have no authority here. I’ve been asked to look after you and make sure all your needs are met. So, how can I help you?” she asked pleasantly, a warm smile on her face.
“First, you can tell me what’s going on…why am I here? What do they want with me?” Sela asked, accepting the sincerity of Angelina’s offer.
“Oh, honey, they don’t tell me that stuff. Believe me…I’d share it with you if I could. But you should realize that I’m not privy to all the decisions made here. I merely work for the man in charge. I take care of his companionship needs, if you catch my drift,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. “I’m sure a woman of your upbringing disapproves of my profession, but I’m really not a bad person, so please don’t judge me too harshly,” she said apologetically.
“Miss Navarro, I…”
“Please, Sela, call me Angel or Angelina…I insist,” she smoothly interrupted.
“Okay, Angel,” Sela continued, “I’m not about to judge you. What you do with your life is of no concern to me. I just want to know why they’ve involved me in this business between my sister’s ex-husband and his cousin, Dr. Conrad. Do you know anything about that?”
“Honestly, honey, I don’t know what’s going on here. It has something to do with Dr. Conrad’s invention…they need him to make it work somewhere. But when I heard they kidnapped you when he didn’t cooperate, I demanded that Alastair let me take care of your needs.” She added, “oopsie” coquettishly covering her mouth in mock disguise for the slip of her tongue.
“Who’s Alastair?”
“Oh, my bad. I’m not supposed to use his name. So you just forget that little slip, okay, sweetie?” she said with an impish grin.
Angelina suddenly changed her demeanor, a sadness replacing her abbreviated playfulness. “Anyway, these dumb lugs don’t know how to treat a lady…and I won’t stand for anyone mistreating you. I’ve heard about your reputation for helping disabled kids, and I’m ashamed they’re interfering with that. You see, I have a twelve year old nephew that’s stricken with muscular dystrophy and it breaks my heart to see what he’s going through. Please forgive me, Miss Sela.”
“You don’t need my forgiveness, Angel…unless you’re a party to this. So if you really are sincere and want to help me, you’ve got to feed me information,” Sela replied, getting the sense there was more to this young woman than first meets the eye. She skillfully played the airhead role, but she was much deeper than that.
“I can’t just disappear from the university without checking in. There are people depending on me…kids in the hospital at Johns Hopkins. My research is nearing a breakthrough,” Sela gushed, leveraging off Angela’s sensibility. “When will they let me return to work?”
“Oh, Sela, I wish I could give you assurances, but really, honey, I don’t know anything. But I promise you…I’ll do my best to make sure no one messes with my girl. We’re friends, right?” she cajoled.
“You seem like a good person, Angel. And I’m in no position to refuse your help. Of course we’re friends. Now if you could sneak me information, we might be able to figure out what’s going on and save people from getting hurt. Will you do that for me?”
“Okay, honey, let me see what I can find out. But in the mean-time…you look like a size five,” she said, sizing her up. “Shall I bring some clothes and bathroom articles? And pleeeease…let me fix your face and hair. You’re such a pretty woman, but you hide it. I know… let me give you a makeover. What have you got to lose?” she asked excitedly, running her fingers through Sela’s hair.
“From where I stand I’ve a great deal to lose if you don’t help me, Angel. I’ll tell you what…you can give me a makeover, or whatever you call it, but I need information to go along with it. Do you think you could bring me a laptop so I can check on my research? That would be awesome,” she said, lightly touching Angel’s forearm.
“This is going to be such fun,” Angel replied, giving her a warm hug. “I haven’t had a girlfriend in such a long time. Trust me…I’ll take care of everything. I don’t know about a laptop,” she paused, frowning, “but I’ll figure out something. In the meantime there are lots of goodies in the fridge. And don’t hesitate to ask Sully about anything you need…alright?”
“Got it, but don’t be too long, Angel…I need that laptop,” Sela reiterated, hoping against hope that Angelina was as genuine as she appeared. She really didn’t know what to make of their exchange. It seemed quizzical that the mistress of the man behind her kidnapping would be so interested in making her comfortable, wanting her friendship. But she wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth, especially one as engaging as Ms. Navarro. Time will tell if she’s the real McCoy, Sela thought. If she brings back a laptop, I’ll know she’s not a Trojan horse.
“Find out anything?” Sully asked when Angelina came out of the guest quarters.
“Nothing at all; she’s a darling woman, though,” Angel replied, sashaying determinedly toward the main house. “She’s confused by what’s going on. You ought to be ashamed of yourself,” she said, looking back with an exaggerated scowl on her face.
Angelina walked into Holloway’s office, where he spent most of his time when visiting the Hilton Head estate. He sat at a writing desk before a wall of glass that framed a magnificent view of the bay. The big-screen TV was tuned to CNBC with the latest stock quotes scrolling across the screen. The office displayed several pictures of drill rigs from different part of the world, some with Alastair standing prominently in the foreground. The desk was tidier than the one in Galveston. He really didn’t do that much work here, mostly spending his time on the phone or his personal computer positioned to one side of the desk.
The view through the office windows confirmed that the estate was meticulously manicured and landscaped with a variety of colorful flowering plants that made it look like a tropical paradise. Palm trees graced the grounds down to the white sandy beach, where a private dock birthed a thirty-five-foot sloop. In the half-dozen times she had visited the estate they had never been on the sailboat. She wondered if Alastair even knew how to sail.
“Well, what did you find out?” Holloway asked without looking up when Angelina came into the room.
“Alastair, I don’t like this. It’s not right holding this woman. She’s done nothing wrong and has nothing to do with whatever you’re up to. I want you to let her go…please,” she implored, looking forlorn.
“Shut up, Angel,” Holloway said dismissively. “I’m not about to let her go until I get her boyfriend to do his job. When that’s over, I’ll let her go…just for you. So again…what did you find out?” he asked without missing a beat.
“Nothing,” she replied tersely. “She’s scared and confused, but she hides it well. She doesn’t know where she is or what’s happening. I told her I’d help her and I meant it. I’m going to get her some clothes and makeup. This isn’t like you, Alastair. I can’t believe you’ve actually kidnapped this woman,” she said harshly, making no pretense of hiding her displeasure.
“Be careful where you take this, Angel,” Holloway cautioned, looking up from his computer for the first time. “I agreed to let you get involved but don’t make me regret that decision.”
“You bastard! How dare you suspect my loyalty?” she shot back, realizing she was on shaky ground. “Have I ever crossed you? Not once! Not in the entire time we’ve been together. But of all the devious things I’ve seen you do…this is by far the worst. I hope whatever you’re doing is worth all the trouble,” she said, pointing her finger at him as if scolding an impetuous child.
“Get out, you fucking ingrate,” Holloway shouted, rising from his seat. “I don’t have time for your bullshit. This is none of your goddamned business. Go…do whatever it is you do and don’t bother me again. Get the woman whatever she wants…but, for chrissake, don’t underestimate her. She’s smart. I realize that’s a foreign concept to you.”
“Nice talk, Alastair. I’ll remember that the next time you want something from me,” she shouted, turning on her heels and storming out of the room.
He thinks I’m an ingrate, does he? she thought. Just wait, Alastair, just you wait.



FORTY-SIX


Grand Junction, Colorado
14:30 HOURS
Following Alastair Holloway’s latest call, Richard Kilmer had ordered a hit on Niles Penburton before he vanished. Because Holloway wanted to make it look like the man was murdered, the assignment gave Stuart Farley a wealth of flexibility. But there was no time to delay. If the professor was as freaked-out as Holloway claimed, snuffing him before he could spill his guts to the police was imperative. In any case, all Kilmer could do from Colorado was trust that Farley would complete the job without any difficulty.
The team was presently on Interstate 70 heading toward Kansas City. After Dr. Conrad had levitated the Humvee, he then used the machine to completely flatten the vehicle. With the confirmation that the antigravity machine lived up to its operational capability, Kilmer ordered the team’s immediate mobilization to Kentucky. They struck out along a route that Colt had previously determined, splitting into three groups to avoid drawing attention to their cross-country caravan.
Colt struck out first with the Peterbilt tractor-trailer, hauling Conrad’s revolutionary machine; Aldin Mills rode along to supervise the transport. Before departure, they loaded the remainder of the uranium into the generator housing and then tarped down and secured the entire load; there was no sense exposing what they were hauling. Colt had prepared a phony manifest that indicated he was a private trucker hauling parts for an electrical generator in Lexington. This would get them through the mandatory checkpoints and weigh stations along the way.
Rafie and Starkovich took an SUV and were next to leave. They were towing a ten-foot trailer loaded with every kind of ordinance the team figured to need for the breach of their next objective. This included a stinger missile launcher to shoot down Apache helicopters, which would likely be dispatched from the Army base at Fort Knox. All the team’s personal gear for the operation was also in their possession, along with state-of-the-art communications equipment designed by Dallas Weaver.
Kilmer and Ventura were last to leave the team compound. They were driving a forty-two-foot self-contained MCI Executive tour bus that was equipped with two bedrooms, two bathrooms, a small kitchen, and an entertainment area. It was the same type of transport used by musicians, stock car drivers, and entertainers when traveling for extended periods. Kilmer chose to stay with the bus; not for its luxury accommodations but because he didn’t want to let Conrad or the Marshall kid out of his sight. Each was handcuffed in a separate bedroom and only given a brief bathroom break every few hours; no communication between them was allowed.
Terry Ventura did most of the driving, but Kilmer needed to spell him occasionally to assure he didn’t overtire and have an accident. They stopped only for fuel-the bus had been stocked with provisions to serve the needs of six men for up to four days without refreshing. This was more than enough to carry them through to their destination in West Point, Kentucky.
The mission parameters called for the team to make the 2300-mile trip to the 300-acre catfish farm owned by Emil Struffeneger, located outside West Point. Struffeneger’s Wildcat Catfish Farm was an aquaculture facility with an annual production of 3 million pounds of channel catfish. The fish were raised in a series of large ponds constructed adjacent to the Ohio River. The Wildcat complex was an ideal base of operations because it was readily identified as a hugely successful enterprise with a stellar record, and thus would not be suspected as a hideout. The team would be easily accommodated and well-hidden at this location.
Most importantly, the Wildcat enterprise figured prominently in the transport of gold bullion following the conclusion of the operation. Struffeneger used a fleet of 3,000-gallon water trucks to haul catfish throughout the southern states. Wildcat had also established a market in Galveston, Texas, so it would not be out of the ordinary to see one of their transport vehicles that far from Kentucky. The trucks provided a perfect cover for transporting the gold bullion out of the Fort Knox area.
As the Wildcat trucks were commonly recognized by local law enforcement, the probability of a thorough search of the trucks was predictably remote. By lining the bottom of the fish tank with bullion bars, and then filling the truck with the usual amount of water and catfish, these trucks could easily pass through road blocks looking for the missing gold; law enforcement would never suspect that bullion was on the bottom of each load of fish. If a nosy inspector did look inside, all he would see was black to the bottom of the tank. The water, fish, and the aerators used to keep the fish alive would perfectly disguise the gold. Kilmer had no idea what the connection was between Holloway and Struffeneger, but had to admit the transport idea held considerable appeal.
One of the noteworthy problems with stealing gold from Fort Knox was how to dispose of the gold once it was in their possession. Holloway’s plan called for Kilmer and his men to use the gravity machine to level the security surrounding the Fort, infiltrate the gold containment area, and steal 2,600 bars, the equivalent of $1 billion dollars. Once stolen, Struffeneger would transport the gold bars in a dump truck to Wildcat, where it would be parked in one of the large barns on the property. After the initial blitz of investigation and roadblocks was relaxed, Struffeneger would start hauling small loads of gold bullion to Galveston. Holloway would then trade the gold with the Russians for drilling rights on the oil-rich Siberian slopes. He figured to leverage $1 billion in gold into another $20 billion in oil.
Kilmer questioned the advisability of trusting Struffeneger with such an integral part of the plan, but Holloway vouched for him as a long-time family friend who could be relied on without question. Emil and his wife, Helene, were highly respected in the community-they had a productive business that employed a dozen people, their twin daughters were academic standouts at the top of their division in 4-H, and they volunteered liberally at community events. From every perspective, the Struffenegers were considered upstanding and conscientious citizens.
It was therefore puzzling why they would get involved with a terribly dangerous endeavor like the one Kilmer’s team was undertaking. It was yet another testament to the persuasive power (or maybe coercion) of Alastair Holloway. He obviously has some hold on the Struffeneger family, but all Kilmer really cared about was that he need not cover his back around the man-unknown team members could cause the whole operation to go bust. The Struffenegers role in housing the team and handling the delicate process of transporting the gold to Texas was assured by Holloway. Beyond that, there was nothing much he could do but accept the decision.
But still, the bigger problem for Kilmer was the logistics of breaching Fort Knox with just seven men. Without Weaver and Krilenko, he would be invading the fortress with only Hamil, Nuzam, Starkovich, Marlon, Metusack, and Ventura. He didn’t count Mills, considering him a liability once the job was underway, and Struffeneger would only drive the truck, so essentially he was about to break into the second-largest gold bullion depository in America-widely recognized as the symbol of security impregnability-with only seven men. Crikey, I must be goin’ berko, he thought.
Located thirty miles southwest of Louisville, Kentucky, the depository was protected by the Fort Knox military base. The two-story structure, roughly the size of a Costco superstore, was constructed in 1936 by the U.S. Treasury Department. It contained 16,000 cubic feet of granite, 4,200 cubic yards of concrete, and 700 tons of structural steel surrounding the vault.
The building protected the two-level steel and concrete vault guarded by a twenty-ton steel door. No one person was entrusted with the combination to the vault; multiple guards secretly entered individual codes, but only when the electronic time-lock allowed this input. The vault itself was constructed of two-inch-thick plate steel and completely enshrouded by a foot of concrete. The depository was self-contained and equipped with its own emergency power and water system. There was even an underground pistol range for use by the guards to sharpen their shooting skills.
Security outside of the main structure was even more formidable. Standing atop the four corners of the steel fence marking the boundary of Fort Knox were the permanently manned guard stations. These guard posts and the building itself were equipped with the most advanced electronic alarms: video surveillance, perimeter laser sensors, infrared scanners for detecting heat sources, motion-sensitive automatic weapons, and multiple security alarms.
The depository was also protected by several escalating layers of military security from the Fort Knox Army base, including a rapid deployment attack force only five minutes away. The base also had Apache helicopter gunships, the 16th Cavalry Regiment, and the 3rd Brigade Combat Team of the Army 1st Infantry Division that totaled over 30,000 soldiers. The Infantry soldiers deployed with associated tanks, armored personnel carriers, and artillery to defend the depository from multiple assaults. Fort Knox was possibly the most secure property on the planet.
Kilmer’s plan called for Dr. Conrad to use his machine to crush the building and vault housing the gold bullion. But first the extensive perimeter security would need to be neutralized. Conrad predicted the dish’s focal point could be widened to simultaneously knock out the guard stations. Once security was deactivated, the team would have free rein of the facility for no more than a few minutes.
Assuming their primary assault was accomplished, the logistics of carrying off $1 billion worth of gold bullion was still extremely challenging. The gold was stored in bars that resembled an ordinary building brick, though somewhat thinner. Each gold bar contained approximately 400 troy gold ounces worth about $400,000 at the current market price. The actual weight of each bar is twenty-seven pounds. To steal $1 billion would require the team to make off with 2,600 gold bars weighing 70,000 pounds, or thirty-six tons. Just thinking about the enormity of the problem made Kilmer’s head spin.
There was no practical way to count the bars once they had breached the vault, after it had been crushed by the gravity machine. The team would deploy a ten-wheel dump truck and a massive frontend loader to drive into the open vault and scoop up as much gold as the dump truck could carry. Most likely the team would make off with much more than the 2,600 bars that Holloway stipulated.
The real crux of the problem was to get out before the Cavalry arrived. From start to finish the breach could take no more than a few minutes or no one would get out alive. Just driving the three-mile distance between the nearest road and the depository itself was problematic. Conrad estimated that the nearest safe distance to deploy the machine was 300 yards. Beyond this distance he couldn’t guarantee the gravitons would exert sufficient gravitational force. But it was all theoretical, as he was quick to say. This was another unknown variable that would have to be dealt with in the field.
“We’re approaching Kansas City,” Terry Ventura shouted from the driver’s seat of the bus. “We need fuel, and I need a break. Colt radioed…he’s found a good truck stop at the junction of Highway 70 and 64, where we turn off to Louisville. If you don’t mind, I’m going to get off the freeway there.”
“Bloody well, pally,” Kilmer replied. “It’s time we took a stretch. We’re makin’ tracks.”
Walking into Jarrod’s bedroom, Kilmer said, “Git off yer arse. If ya need to pee, now’s the time.”
So, we’re heading to Louisville, Jarrod thought. He overheard Ventura’s information. I’ve got to get this to Sarah.
“So tell me, Chief,” Jarrod said, deciding to confront Kilmer again. “What happens after you complete the next objective? Do you let us go or is our fate already a foregone conclusion? Because, I’ve been thinking…I don’t see any way out of this. You’re going to kill us no matter what. There’s no upside,” he said calmly, his voice devoid of emotion.
“What’s yer point, Doc?”
“My point is, unless you give me assurance that Jeremiah and Sela will be released, I’m done cooperating…forced, though it may be.”
“No shit, really? That’s the best ya got? Can it, Professor.”
“It’s no idle threat. You geniuses still haven’t figured out I’m the only one capable of running that machine. While Mills is technically proficient, he still can’t factor the electrical throughput without my laptop. And I’ve fixed it so I’m the only one that knows how to interface the codes. If done improperly, it shuts down permanently. Does that sound like bullshit?” he asked, looking inscrutable but with a shrug of his shoulders.
“Listen up ya fuckin’ wanker,” Kilmer responded, beginning to lose his temper. “Yer pissin’ me off with this fart-arsin’ around. Ya’ll do what I tell ya…when I tell ya…or I’ll blow Junior’s head off just to prove my point. Howzat?”
“Calm down, Chief,” Jarrod replied, pleased to see he was getting under Kilmer’s skin. The strain was beginning to show on the man. He just needed to push a little harder.
“I’ll tell you a little secret: If I don’t cycle the program in my laptop every twenty-four hours, it goes into a permanent hibernation state that can only be unlocked at my work station in Stanford. I’ve got more tricks than a rodeo clown,” he said, dangling fresh bait for Kilmer to swallow.
“Yer a snag short of a barbie, ya dudder.”
“Whatever that means…but hey, get my laptop. It’s easy enough to prove. After it starts up, an icon will appear giving the user twenty seconds to enter the password or it permanently shuts down. If I’m lying…it keeps running. If I’m not…you better hand it over or your whole operation is dead in the water,” he said, casting enough doubt in Kilmer’s mind that he could see the consternation spreading across his face.
“Good oh, wise-arse, I’ll call yer bluff…prove yer point,” Kilmer said, reaching over to cut the snap tie holding Jarrod fast to a railing over the bed.
Jarrod approached the central area of the bus that contained a dining table that now doubled as a work station. He opened his Dell laptop and pressed the start button. The computer went through its usual initiation sequence before a pleasant female voice addressed Jarrod: “Good evening, Professor Conrad. You’re late for the authentication procedure. You have twenty seconds to enter your pass code.”
“So, explain to me again your rationale for not needing my cooperation,” Jarrod said arrogantly when the computer began counting down.
“Seventeen, sixteen, fifteen…” droned the monotone female voice.
“What the fuck ya doin’, Professor?” demanded Kilmer, realizing he’d been set up and walked right into Jarrod’s trap.
“Just proving my point…you’re not in charge of shit, Mr. Leader.”
“Twelve, eleven, ten…” counted down the computer.
“Enough already…ya made yer point… enter the code word, ” Kilmer yelled, beginning to panic.
“Who’s in charge?” Jarrod calmly asked, holding a steady gaze as Kilmer twisted. The computer continued to click off the seconds.
“Seven, six, five…”
“ Yer in charge, goddamnit! Enter the fuckin’ password!” Kilmer yelled, totally exasperated.
“Three, two…” the computer counted down as Jarrod calmly entered his secret password to avert the shutdown.
“Thank you, Professor. You may now cycle the program. Have a pleasant evening,” the computer voice concluded.
“Well, I’ll be damned…you finally see who has the real authority here,” Jarrod said. “Try not to forget my little demonstration,” he added dryly, as his fingers flew over the keyboard, executing a series of functions to make it look like he was actually performing something mandatory on the computer.
But Jarrod was actually inside the programmer functions of the Microsoft software and he entered one word: Louisville. He presumed this was where they were heading. He flagged the message and placed a command for the computer to repeatedly send it to Sarah’s email address every thirty minutes. The computer would stay in a low power state and wake itself every thirty minutes, searching for a Wi-Fi connection. It would continually resend the message until Sarah replied.
“Ya fuckin’ bludger, have ya gone round the bend?” Kilmer snarled grabbing a handful of Jarrod’s hair and forcing his head back against the wall. He was incensed he’d been duped by the insufferable know-it-all. “I swear on my mother’s eyes that if ya ever pull ‘nother stunt like that ya’ll be missing body parts. Do not fuck with me!”
“Whatever yo…you…say,” Jarrod replied in pain, grabbing for Kilmer’s hand to release his hold. “But just remember who’s in charge. If I don’t see proof that Sela and Jeremiah are safe, I’ll make the goddamned machine implode the next time we start it up.” He successfully pulled free of Kilmer’s grasp, looking stonily at his enemy. “And don’t you dare question my resolve, you son-of-a-bitch. I’ve got an equation for everything. It would take Mills six months to discover all the hidden pathways in my programs. Who’s in charge, Mr. Leader?” he mocked again.
Kilmer sprang into action. He moved to the bedroom where Jeremiah was being held and cut through his handcuff. He pulled him to his feet and dragged him back to the dining area, where Jarrod was still sitting.
“I’ll show ya who’s in charge,” Kilmer replied. He was holding Jeremiah by the collar of his shirt; the other hand pointed a gun at the back of his head. “No more hagglin’ Professor. Ya cause any more trouble and ya’ll sign his death warrant. Who’s in charge, Professor?” he yelled.
“Let’s just calm down…”
“ Who’s in charge, goddamnit?” Kilmer yelled, following the question this time with a blow to the side of Jeremiah’s head that caused his knees to buckle. Jarrod could see a trickle of blood beginning to drip down Jer’s ear; a dazed look was on his face.
“Jesus Christ, enough! Alright… you’re in charge…you made your point. Just leave Jeremiah out of this. It’s me you’re angry with… don’t take it out on him.”
“I swear to ya, Professor…the next time we square off, his parents won’t recognize him,” he hissed, releasing Jeremiah, who slumped into the seat next to Jarrod. “If ya squib out even a second the next time we need ya, I’ll carve on him to where a team of doctors couldn’t patch ‘im up,” he screamed, walking toward the front of the bus.
Ventura was just pulling into the truck stop and advanced to one of the forward service bays. Jarrod looked at Jer’s head, which was bleeding profusely, but his cursory examination determined it probably didn’t require stitches.
“Sorry about that,” he whispered to Jer, “but I was able to get a message out to your mom. If this place has Wi-Fi, the computer will send the message automatically, but I didn’t mean for you to get hurt,” he added, wiping the blood off Jer’s face.
“It’s okay,” Jer whispered back. “Do what you have to do, Uncle Jarrod. I’m not afraid of these guys. Where are we?”
“Shhh…not now. I think we’re going to Louisville. That’s the message to your mom. You just hang in there and do what they tell you, understand?”
“Okay, Uncle Jarrod, but if it comes to a fight, you can count on me,” Jer said with conviction.
“Oh, believe me, it’s coming down to a fight, Jer. But hopefully Ryan will arrive with reinforcements and together we’ll kick these guys’ asses,” he said with false bravado.
Damn, I hope I’m right. Jarrod though. If I know Ryan, he’ll be ready to rip somebody’s head off. Trouble is…these guys are out of our league. Come on, Ryan…save my life.



FORTY-SEVEN


Palo Alto
15:00 HOURS
Special Agent Jason Henry prepared the documents for the Alameda County Superior Court to issue a requisition order of the personal records of Niles Penburton. Most important when requesting a court order was making a credible case that sufficient probable cause existed to warrant the action. Agent Henry had cited that Penburton was suspected as an accessory in the recent theft of nuclear material at the Lawrence Livermore Lab, a criminal activity that led to the death of over a dozen security guards.
Legal procedures required he procure an Alameda County judge’s authorization, which held jurisdiction over Livermore, even though Dr. Penburton lived in adjacent Santa Clara County. He drew up the request and drove to the courthouse in San Jose, determined to get the document back to Penburton by late afternoon.
Just as he was entering the San Jose courthouse, he received an urgent message from Washington to call his office. Apparently there was a personal message needing his immediate attention.
Agent Henry listened to the message and was amazed to hear the voice of his old friend Emerson Palmer. According to Palmer’s message, he had been contacted by Senator Alfonse Coscarelli, who made specific inquiries about the cleaners in conjunction with the abduction of his daughter. Palmer requested a return call at the first opportunity.
The message was startling from a couple of perspectives. First, he had not heard from Emerson Palmer since he had been fired from the Secret Service several years earlier. He felt badly that he had not kept in close touch, but as there was no professional interaction after Palmer left the government, he simply lost contact with his erstwhile colleague.
Secondly, he was alarmed that Coscarelli was asking about the cleaners. This made him uneasy. The organization was completely anonymous and unheralded. To have a seated senator asking about the organization was not good news, especially one who chaired the Senate Intelligence Committee. He wanted to investigate this further but decided to make the call to Palmer after picking up the court order for Penburton.
His trip to the courthouse yielded the expected outcome. There were the usual perfunctory questions from the staff clerk, after which Agent Henry was scheduled to see Judge Katherine McWhitney. The judge was busy, but when her clerk explained the urgency of the matter and what it entailed, she gladly admitted Agent Henry and signed the court order with only a cursory inspection. In just minutes, Henry had secured the order demanding Penburton’s personal records-records he was certain would expose the strategist behind the many disparate parts surrounding the disappearance of Dr. Jarrod Conrad. While he drove, he tried to remember the last time he had seen Emerson Palmer. Damn, it must have been the operation in Bolivia, he thought. Has it really been that long?
When Agents Henry and Palmer were last on assignment together, the cleaners had been contracted to infiltrate and destroy two competing drug cartels in Bolivia.
The South American country of Bolivia had long been one of the richest areas for growing coca plants, the precursor of cocaine. Coca plants were synthesized into paste and shipped to Colombia, where cocaine refineries purified the product for final distribution in the United States. Vast areas of the Bolivian rainforest high in the Andes had been clear-cut by local farmers to grow the valuable coca plants, and even though an anti-drug task force existed in Bolivia, it was largely ineffective in controlling the spread of coca cultivation. The biggest reason for this futility was because government officials feared a political uprising among growers whose livelihood depended upon coca. Because of this halfhearted effort to control the cultivation of coca plants, the United States wanted the Bolivian anti-drug forces to concentrate on eradicating the manufacturing sites. Their premise was that a successful campaign destroying the labs would leave the farmers without a place to sell their product, thereby constricting the market. Unfortunately this turned out to be a baseless proposition.
It was 2007, and President George Bush had made it his priority to stem the flow of cocaine entering the Unites States prior to leaving office. The president realized the difficulty of completely eliminating drug-trafficking, but ordered his advisors to formulate a plan that would reduce drug importation into the country. The cleaners were mobilized and developed a plan whereby Roberto Gomez, considered one of the largest coca plant growers in South America, would be implicated in the ambush of Mateo Suarez, a rival drug lord widely recognized as the godfather of Bolivia’s illegal cocaine trade. Gomez had enormous acreage in coca plants, while Suarez controlled most of the drug labs used by the Medellin drug cartel in Colombia.
The cleaners arrived in Trinidad to orchestrate a coup d’etat. After months of painstaking infiltration, they successfully carried out a plan that made it appear as though the two drug lords succumbed to a bloody turf war. Both men were killed and a huge quantity of their product was simultaneously destroyed. Agent Henry had successfully interrupted the flow of coca paste from Bolivia, while Agent Palmer destroyed a dozen labs that were producing the pure cocaine. The operation was incredibly successful and the American public was none the wiser for their efforts. The cleaners considered it a textbook case.
Agent Henry had fond memories of this highly successful triumph over one of the more despicable empires in the world. He’d gladly endure all the hardship and difficult planning for the opportunity to execute the bastards one more time. Burn in hell, you merciless sons-o’-bitches, he thought.
Henry placed a call to his former partner.
“Palmer,” he answered succinctly. It was approaching evening in Washington, D.C., but he didn’t hesitate to take the call.
“Emerson, ol’ buddy, it’s Jason Henry,” he said, happy to hear Palmer’s voice after so many years. “What the hell are you doing calling me? From your message, it sounds like we could both be working on the same case, old man,” he said good naturedly.
“Jason Henry…as I live and breathe, I never thought I’d get a chance to work with you again. Damn, it’s good to hear your voice. Still doing the joint chiefs’ shit work over at DOD?” he asked, hoping Henry’s return call heralded good tidings.
“Yep, still doing the crap no one else will touch…nothing’s changed. Freeman still thinks he’s the smartest man in the world; he’s an even bigger asshole than before…if you can imagine that. What about you? Hell…I hear you’ve got a detective firm. Jesus, people really pay you as a peeping tom?” he asked jokingly.
“Something like that,” Palmer replied, cutting him off short, wanting to skip the chit-chat and get to the point. “So, tell me all you can, buddy. Are you on assignment, or are you on government business?” Palmer was keeping his fingers crossed that Henry would confirm that the unit had been activated. How he responded would speak volumes. An assignment meant he was working with the cleaners; working for the government meant he was tracking something for the Department of Defense.
“I’ve kept my antenna tuned for any sign of life from our old unit, but haven’t heard a thing until this morning. And that was unofficial. What’s cookin’, ace?” Palmer asked.
“I wish I knew, dude,” Henry replied, “but unfortunately I’m not on assignment. Hell, there’s really only a handful of people who know we still exist…including the president, and sometimes I wonder if he even knows. But I’m working on something sinister, and it wouldn’t surprise me if we don’t all end up on this before it’s over. I may just need your help sooner than later.”
“Can you tell me what you’re working on?” Palmer asked, hoping for some insight that might help him with the Coscarelli woman.
“Yeah, sure, but you didn’t hear any of this from me,” he said, making certain Palmer knew he was divulging confidential information. “I’m working a case involving a Dr. Conrad out here in Stanford. He’s invented some sort of gravity machine the DOD has an interest in; General Freeman sees a future weapons potential. Anyway, he’s gone missing along with the theft of his research data and about twenty pounds of nuclear fuel the machine needs to operate. Conrad’s cousin, Ryan Marshall, also had his son abducted, and just this morning we find out about Dr. Coscarelli, who used to be romantically involved with Conrad. I know it sounds incestuous, but there’s a definite pattern here. And to top it off, you call with information that Senator Coscarelli is asking about the cleaners…we’ve got a situation on our hands,” Henry said.
“Whew…blow me away,” Palmer replied, listening closely to Henry’s explanation. “How can I help you, Jason? The senator hired me to find his daughter, but I’m betting that the kidnappers are involved with your case in California. It seems we’ll be asking the same questions. We should team up, buddy…whether the old unit is activated or not. Got a problem with that?”
“Hell, no,” Henry replied. “I’m working with Lieutenant David Morris out here in Palo Alto. He’s the lead investigator for the locals and is pretty sharp. I’ll need to bring him up to speed, but I don’t imagine he’ll have an issue, especially since you’ll be working the other end of the case. There’s a hell-ov-a-lot of questions, though,” he said, continuing to apprise Palmer on the connections of the parties involved.
“Wow, you’ve got your hands full, pard’. Let’s see what I can pry loose out here. If anything cracks, I’ll let you know first thing,” Palmer said.
“Okay, keep in touch,” Henry replied. “Call me anytime…I mean anytime, just like the old days, alright?” making reference to the cleaners ’ maxim: It was never too late or too early to call when working a case.
“I’m all over it,” Palmer replied, referencing a term he hadn’t used in what seemed an eternity.
“Good man.”
Well if that wasn’t a fortuitous turn of events, thought Jason Henry. Just when he thought the case was about as complicated as possible, he got a call from an old partner in whom he had unshakable faith. The winds of fate are starting to blow my way, he mused.
He continued the drive toward Stanford to further his discussion with Dr. Penburton, wondering what the fallout would be of Senator Coscarelli asking about the cleaners. Regardless, the team hadn’t been officially activated, and it didn’t seem to matter if the two former associates independently worked a case together. They would learn soon enough if this case rose to the level of presidential interest.
Agent Henry found himself hoping that it would.



FORTY-EIGHT


Quantum Building
Stanford University
Niles Penburton was rifling through his office at the Quantum Building, gathering personal effects and mementos he didn’t want to leave behind. Ever since the latest discussion with Agent Henry and the subsequent call to Alastair Holloway, he determined the best course of action was to immediately leave the country. He made a last-minute plane reservation departing SFO at 7:55 p.m. for New York, where he would board an early morning flight to Athens. That was as far as he cared to plan. His primary objective was to evade further interrogation from Agent Henry and fleeing the country satisfied that purpose.
Niles was also looking for any damning evidence that Agent Henry might find. He searched his files for stray bank records, notes about Holloway prior to selling him Conrad’s share of the company, anything incriminating that proved a link to Alastair Holloway. He resigned himself that when his phone records were scrutinized, their connection would be evident, but planned to be safely out of the country by the time that happened.
Niles was stung by nostalgia as he prepared to depart Quantum for the last time. For the past two decades he had devoted himself almost exclusively to building the company, an endeavor he pursued with steadfast determination. He had started as a fledgling research physicist at MIT, but slowly attracted private investors hoping to capitalize on his singular knack for developing brilliant researchers. It was with this seed money that he first conceived of Quantum, where his reputation for initiating innovative science grew exponentially. He was ultimately wooed by the Stanford Regents and granted tenure as Professor Emeritus of the Physics Department, where his lifelong dream of leading one of the most prestigious teaching institutions in the world had been realized.
At Stanford, he became acquainted with the brilliant, if acerbic, Dr. Jarrod Conrad, and the two of them set out to make history together. Conrad introduced a fresh approach to solving longstanding barriers in physics research, but his antigravity technology was going to revolutionize the world. With Quantum holding exclusive patent rights, it was just a matter of time before they realized worldwide acclaim and indescribable wealth. But the lure of immediate greed had occluded his vision, forcing him to abandon his dream. Niles regretted to the core of his being the day he made the feckless decision to associate with Alastair Holloway. This was the single biggest mistake of his life.
Niles walked out of the Quantum Building and toward his 2006 Jaguar XKE in the faculty parking lot. He made two trips with small boxes he packed to take with him. Several students curiously observed him awkwardly loading the boxes in the Jaguar’s undersized trunk, but none asked him about what he was doing. Finally content he had collected everything of interest, he left for home, prepared to pack for his impromptu trip to Greece.
Niles sat in his car, fastened his seatbelt, and inserted the key in the ignition. Once the car started, he checked the rearview mirror and slowly backed out of his parking place. Just as his vehicle began to move forward, the car went over the first of many speed bumps in the parking lot. As it did so, the trip switch on the bomb underneath the vehicle closed the circuit and a pound of plastic explosive ignited with a powerful explosion. The detonation rocked the Quantum Building, breaking glass and sending shrapnel 200 feet beyond the impact zone. The vehicle-ignited explosive device did its job; the XKE, with Niles Penburton inside, was consumed in a tremendous ball of flame, totally annihilating the driver.
Stuart Farley was sitting in a non-descript car on the opposite side of the parking lot. He had carefully placed the magnetic VIED underneath Penburton’s vehicle earlier in the day. The bomb contained a failsafe mercury trip-switch that wouldn’t explode until the vehicle was jostled enough to cause the mercury to flow, completing the circuit. Satisfied his job was done, he proceeded to leave the campus before the fire department arrived. As he drove away, he called Kilmer.
“Penburton’s history,” Farley said.
“Good on ya, mate. How’d it go?” Kilmer asked.
“Used a VIED,” Farley replied. “He’s still burning.”
“Yer aces. How soon can ya join us?”
“As soon as I gather my stuff I’ll be on the first plane out, probably not until midday tomorrow sometime. Best I can do,” Farley replied.
“Good oh. Fly to Louisville…Colt’ll pick ya up. All ya need is personal gear…we got everythin’ else.”
“See you then.”
“Nice hit on the doc. I’ll let Holloway know it’s a done deal,” Kilmer said, ending the call.
Another loose end clipped…Holloway should be stoked, Kilmer thought. No more stallin’…time to brin’ the woman to Kentucky. Hope to hell the old man knows what he’s doin’.



FORTY-NINE


Grapevine, Southern California
15:00 HOURS
Ryan and Sarah Marshall had nothing to go on but a haphazard plan based on raw intuition. The last message from Jarrod had merely instructed them to head south. But how far south, and south of what were the obvious questions. Did he mean as far south as San Diego, or merely south within the greater Bay Area? Not knowing what Jarrod’s messages meant, they decided the best approach was to head toward Los Angeles and hope to receive more information along the way. Sarah regularly checked her email in high hopes of getting another message, although it was hard for either of them to concentrate on much beyond getting their son back safely.
As they approached the Grapevine on Highway 5, Ryan pulled off the freeway before dropping into Los Angeles. As he fueled the SUV, Sarah again checked her email. The computer found an Internet connection, and several messages came through from Jarrod with only one word: Louisville.
“Ryan,” Sarah called excitedly, rushing to show him the message on the laptop. “When Jarrod said to head south, he must’ve meant the southern states. It’s Kentucky…he means for us to head to Kentucky.”
“Damnit! We’ve been wasting time. We could’ve been in Colorado by now,” he added, aimlessly kicking the rear tire of the SUV.
“It’s okay, Ryan…it’s okay,” Sarah said soothingly. “At least we know where they’re heading. I’ll call Lieutenant Morris and give him the news. Maybe we should chance taking a plane,” she said as an after-thought. “It’ll take too long to drive to Louisville…don’t you think?”
“Call Morris,” Ryan replied. “Let’s think about the plane. You may be right…that’s probably our best move.”
Sarah made the call to David Morris and left a message on his voice mail. She simply said that they had heard from Jarrod and his latest message mentioned only the word: Louisville.
“Okay, Morris is up to date with the news,” she said as Ryan returned to the car. “What shall I tell Jarrod? We need to let him know we’re still on the trail.”
“Tell him we need more information…that anything he can give us is helpful,” Ryan said.
He paused, and then continued, “the more I think about this, the better I feel about taking a plane to Kentucky. We’re not that far from LA International. I don’t imagine the authorities are looking for you, so your credit cards should still work to purchase tickets. The only dicey part will be getting past security, but if I get through we’ll be in Louisville by early tomorrow morning. I think it’s worth the chance.”
“I’m so glad you agree,” Sarah replied, relaxing her shoulders. “I don’t think we can risk losing any more time. Somethin’s going to happen…soon.”
Sarah composed the next message to Jarrod, reading it aloud before she sent it: “Flying to Louisville. Need 411 on your whereabouts.”
“Okay, let’s see if we can board a plane to Kentucky without ending up in jail,” Ryan said, driving away from the truck stop. The couple stayed silent for the remainder of the trip to Los Angeles Airport, buoyed by the news that they were drawing ever closer to finding their missing family members.
“Have I told you lately how much I love you?” he asked, glancing quickly in her direction. “Because as crazy as everything is, I can’t think of any time in my life I’ve been more grateful. I have a good feeling, honey…everything’s going to come out all right. Trust me,” he said, patting her hand.
“I love you too, Ryan…more than I ever realized,” she said, holding his hand fast. “This will be the most important thing we’ve ever done.”



FIFTY


Stanford University
17:00 hours
Lieutenant David Morris received the call from PAPD dispatch about another incident at the Quantum Building: A car bomb had exploded in the parking lot and the victim was thought to be Niles Penburton.
When Morris arrived at the chaotic scene, scores of bystanders had gathered along the yellow-taped boundary cordoned off by the police. The Stanford Fire Department was still mopping up the incident; they had foamed the area surrounding the burning car, and the water used to extinguish the fire was still pouring into the storm drains. There was little left of the car but the frame, engine, and steering column, which sat in the impact crater caused by the explosion. The county coroner was standing by as paramedics labored to extricate what was left of the body. Morris couldn’t recall ever seeing such a ghastly scene, except maybe on TV when news correspondents showed the aftermath of deadly terrorist suicide bombings. Holy Mother…, he thought.
After a cursory inspection, Morris sought out the chief of security at the Quantum Building, who had responded to the scene. The chief confirmed that several eyewitnesses had seen Professor Penburton getting into his car. One young woman had reported he started the car and proceed to leave when it exploded in a deafening blast that knocked her down, raining down metal and glass all around. The guard couldn’t offer a suggestion about who might be responsible, but presumed it was connected to the break-in of Dr. Conrad’s office from days earlier.
“This job’s always been a piece of cake,” the guard said. “But, Jesus…if this keeps up, I’ve gotta find another gig. First, Santos is killed…and now a car bomb. What next?”
What next, indeed, thought Morris. Every new day brings another set of problems on this case.
Morris decided to call Agent Henry. Hellfire…Jason’ll blow a fuse. Penburton was his primary suspect
“Lieutenant Morris, tell me you’ve heard from the Marshalls,” Jason Henry said tersely, answering the call.
“Sorry, Jason…more bad news. I’m at the Quantum Building. There was a car bomb and security is pretty sure it’s Dr. Penburton. Several eyewitnesses saw the professor loading boxes in his car. I just thought you’d want to know,” Morris said, pausing to give the agent a chance to respond.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Henry moaned, emphasizing his surprise. “I’m on my way back from the San Jose courthouse right now. I just picked up the court order for Penburton’s records. You’re telling me this just happened?”
“I’m on scene right now. The fire department is still tying to remove the body. It’s nasty,” he said, looking over at the blast site again, repulsed by the gruesomeness of the bomb’s aftereffects.
“ Son-of-a-bitch! ” Henry exclaimed, enunciating each word. “Well, at least I know my hunch about this guy was right…he was about to skip out. Hopefully the court order will help us find what he was hiding. Are you going to be there awhile? I’m about fifteen minutes out.”
“Sure, you bet. I’ll wait for you.”
Morris hung up and noticed he had a voicemail message that had come through while he was talking to Agent Henry. He retrieved the message and was elated to hear it was from Sarah Marshall. She had received another message from Dr. Conrad, who was now presumably in Louisville. He returned her call, not expecting an answer, but wanting to confirm he got the news.
“Mrs. Marshall, this is Lieutenant Morris. I got the message about Louisville. That’s good news, ma’am. We’ll shift our investigation. Please, ma’am, take my advice and have Mr. Marshall turn himself in. We’re getting closer to finding your son. It would be much easier if we knew you two were safe. Let us do our jobs, ma’am,” he said, ending the call.
Morris made his next call to headquarters, reporting the news about Penburton to Captain Hawkley. They spoke at length about the investigation and the need for the chief to authorize out-of-state travel to Kentucky. While Captain Hawkley was supportive, he made no guarantee that Morris’s request would be approved. In the meantime he expected a full report on his desk by the end of shift.
As he was finishing his update with Hawkley, he recognized Agent Henry moving toward the blast site. As Henry stopped to look at the smoldering car, Morris could see from the man’s body language that he was demoralized.
“Ain’t this a hell-ov-a-note?” Morris said when he caught up with Henry. As they shook hands, he could see the strain etched deeply on the agent’s face.
Henry was shaking his head in disgust. “Just when you think the tide’s about to turn, another shoe drops. This is flippin’ unbelievable.”
“Well, hang on a minute, hoss…I’ve got news that’s bound to cheer you up some. While we were talking earlier, Sarah Marshall left me a message. Conrad left a one word message: Louisville. They’ve left the state and are heading to Louisville. I don’t know what the devil’s in Kentucky, but this is a big break, man. We’ll catch these bastards,” he said earnestly, trying to bolster Agent Henry’s confidence.
Jason Henry looked up and a faint smile creased his lips. “The hell you say. By God, that is good news. Okay…let’s look at the bright side,” he said, gathering himself and coming to terms with the new developments. “We’ve got to assume Penburton was executed by whoever is behind this whole plan…I’ll stake my reputation on it. There’s something in his personal records that he didn’t want me to see. How fast can you get me his phone log?”
“I’ll get right on it. With the court order, it won’t take but an hour to get the phone company to release the log…I’ll call it in.”
“Hold on a second, I’ve got information for you, too,” Henry said with a wink, looking like he was about to trump Morris’s news about Louisville. “I heard from a very good friend who used to work for the Secret Service. He’s a private detective now. He was contacted by Senator Coscarelli to help find his daughter. I have absolute faith in the man. With his help we have a huge ally that won’t be constrained by the constitutional rules we have to follow. Catch my drift? We are gonna nail these bastards,” he said with a wry smile.
“Whoa! See…the tide’s beginning to turn,” Morris said. “Give me the court order; I’ll make a copy and get a detective over to the phone company.” He took the document from Agent Henry, looked at it briefly, and shoved it in his breast pocket. “Let’s move…time’s not on our side; we’ve got to figure out what these guys are doing in Kentucky. When I get the phone log, I’ll call you. This is a breakthrough…mark my words.”
“I sure hope you’re right. Let’s meet for dinner at the pizza place down the street from your office…say about seven-thirty. Will that give you enough time?”
“Plenty. See you there, Jason. Let’s figure out how to bust these bastards.”
What the hell are these guys up to in Louisville? Henry wondered. Why would they need Conrad and his antigravity machine anywhere in Kentucky? It doesn’t make any sense. The only thing there worth anything is Fort Knox, and that’s one of the most heavily guarded places in the nation. He stopped for a second, pondering. Nah, nobody would be crazy enough to think they could break into Fort Knox. I’ll call Palmer to get his read. One thing’s certain-the noose is drawing tighter. With Palmer’s help…we’ll cut these guys’ balls off.



FIFTY-ONE


Los Angeles
19:00 hours
Ryan and Sarah Marshall made the drive through the Grapevine to Los Angeles International Airport in reasonable time. Traffic in L.A. was always a burden, but today the freeways had no delays and the 405 southbound leading past the airport was no exception.
The couple worked out a plan as they approached the airport: Ryan would drop Sarah off at the terminal and she would purchase two tickets to Louisville; he would return the rental. If there was enough time after returning the car, he wanted to visit a men’s shop to buy a new shirt and pair of Levis-he’d been living in the same clothes far too long. Ryan didn’t anticipate any problems with the first part of the plan, but was growing steadily anxious about facing the mandatory passenger screening at the airport. This would test the sagacity of their plan to fly rather than drive to Kentucky.
Security at LAX was the biggest impediment facing the wayward couple. Ryan imagined that even with an all-points-bulletin for his arrest, the TSA couldn’t possibly scrutinize everyone wanted by the law. More likely, the screeners from the Transportation Safety Administration would be profiling possible terrorists, a profile that he and Sarah didn’t match.
The only thing that could raise suspicion was the lack of advance reservations. Any tickets purchased on the same day as the flight raised a red flag for security. Ryan was banking on the fact that because neither of them fit any ethnic profile, they could overcome the same-day flight rule. Failure to make it through security was a horrifying thought, however; the prospect of being booked into the Los Angeles County Jail filled Ryan with trepidation. He shook the thought from his mind.
Ryan knew his way around LAX from coordinating a construction job a few years back in nearby Inglewood. He remembered a Starbucks kiosk located near the elevators that took passengers to the security checkpoint area. He figured Sarah could find Wi-Fi there to check for the latest messages from Jarrod. Sarah agreed to wait for him there.
Despite the anxiety about boarding a plane, he couldn’t believe how well things were going. Sarah was with him again, they knew with a growing degree of confidence where Jer was being held, and he still hadn’t been caught by the police. It was hard to grasp everything they had been through in the short span of the last three days since he left Taos.
Ryan found the Enterprise Rent-a-Car lot and returned his SUV. Then he took the shuttle back to the main terminal. It was only a few minutes before he joined Sarah at the Starbucks kiosk.
“Everything okay?” he asked, kissing the top of her forehead before sitting down beside her. Ryan drank in the beauty of Sarah’s smile as she looked up at him. She was glowing. He had not seen her look this good in what seemed like ages.
“Sure, how about you?”
“I’m just so glad we’re doing this together, Sarah. I don’t know what I’d do without you. This feels right, doesn’t it? I mean, what we’re about to do…fly to Kentucky…risk getting caught…all of it. Are you okay with our plan?”
“Oh, Ryan, I threw away caution when I agreed to let Jer follow you to Stanford…that was against my nature. And while I regretted the decision at first, I can see now that it was the only way to unravel all that’s happened these last few days. When I think about how dysfunctional our family was, and how far we’ve come, I see our path led by divine intervention-a path that leads to Jer. Sure I’m worried about the outcome, but I believe our plan is the best course.” she said reassuringly, looking lovingly at Ryan as she spoke.
“Okay, it’s just that if you have any doubts…now’s the time to change your mind. If you don’t want to accompany me through security…I’ll understand. Until now, you’re only an accessory; buying me a ticket to flee the state will be judged as aiding and abetting. Maybe it would be best if only one of us goes to jail when this is all over. You need to think about that, Sarah.”
Sarah looked crestfallen, hurt by Ryan’s comment. “I have thought about this, and there’s no way I’m going to beg out now,” she said solemnly. “And don’t you think that when the authorities understand the extenuating circumstances they’ll grant us leniency? I mean really…our only surviving son is kidnapped and they expect us to stand by and hope for the best? No, sir, mister. Not this mother. I’ll fight anyone to keep Jer from harm.”
Sarah indignantly folded her arms across her chest. She suspected that Ryan was trying to be gallant, but this was no time for his macho Italian chivalry.
“Listen, I didn’t mean to upset you or imply I don’t need you with me…I do. I just want you to consider what happens when this is all over,” he explained recognizing he had hurt her feelings. “There are consequences to what we’re doing. I hope you’re right about the leniency, honey. But I want you to think about the cost. This could end badly.”
“Yes, it could, Ryan…it could be tragic,” she said leaning forward in her chair. “Here’s my fear: You go it alone…and I lose Jer, Sela, and you-the three most important people in my life. I can’t take that risk. I wouldn’t survive the loss. I’m more afraid of that than anything we’ll face together. Do you understand?” she asked, tears welling up in her eyes.
Ryan took both her hands in his and whispered softly. “Yes, I understand, honey, and I feel the same way. I just wanted to make sure. If we go down, we’ll go down together. Come on…let’s get this over with,” he said, standing in preparation for moving to the passenger screening area.
They stepped onto the escalator and joined a long line of passengers waiting to be screened. The wait only compounded their anxiety. When it was their turn, they presented their boarding passes and identification to the TSA agent, who briefly looked them over and then indicated they step into the queue for the metal detectors.
Ryan chose a line that looked like it was moving faster then others. A portly black woman standing opposite the scanner looked purposeful but also relaxed. Her demeanor lifted Ryan’s sprits. He began putting his belt, money clip, and cap in the basket to be checked; Sarah was doing the same with the laptop and her purse.
Ryan stepped forward when the attendant signaled it was his turn and she said, “Excuse me, sir, but you’ll have to remove those boots.”
His heartbeat was already over a hundred beats a minute, but forgetting to remove his work boots put him squarely in the woman’s spotlight. Damnit, how could I have forgotten the boots? He gave Sarah a forlorn look. Her face was ashen. The line behind them came to a complete halt while Ryan stooped over to begin unlacing his ankle-high work boots. He worked feverishly, his hands noticeably shaking. He felt as if everyone was watching him. Calm down…calm down, he thought.
“Are you two together?” the attendant asked, looking past Ryan to Sarah.
“Yes,” Sarah simply replied.
“Come ahead, then,” the attendant motioned with her hand.
Sarah held her boarding pass for the TSA agent to see, and calmly walked through the metal detector. It remained mercifully silent and she moved to the end of the screening area to retrieve her purse and laptop.
Ryan awkwardly removed both boots and put them through the scanner. He held his ticket at chest-level and walked through the machine when the attendant signaled. The alarm blared, causing the attendant to stop him. She asked that he step back through the device and try again.
“Have you removed everything from your pockets?” she asked authoritatively.
“Yes, I believe so,” Ryan replied, feeling like he was caught in a spiraling vortex. He lost focus and became uncomfortably warm. He began perspiring, which he figured would be a dead giveaway that he was trying to hide something. Why is this happening? What have I missed? He fumbled through his pockets again and came up empty.
Then he remembered Amerigo’s coin. He ran his index finger into the coin pocket of his Levis and found his lucky 1899 Liberty silver dollar that he faithfully carried. He held it up for the attendant, smiled guiltily, and then put it through the machine. His third attempt to get past the TSA attendant was successful. The alarm remained silent and the woman seemed pleased to be rid of him, turning to focus on the next passenger. Ryan collected his boots, the coin, and his hat and walked out of the screening area without stopping.
They had successfully made it through security in LAX. Ryan’s chest was pounding; he felt like he was having a heart attack. He looked at Sarah, who was relieved, but the look on her face conveyed volumes about her feelings: Don’t you ever do that to me again.
Sarah grabbed Ryan’s free hand and they walked briskly to gate C 13, their plane departing for Houston in fifty-five minutes. They were safe for the moment.



AUGUST SEVENTH



FIFTY-TWO


West Point, Kentucky
06:00 hours
It was just approaching dawn when Kilmer began rousting the team from their overdue slumber. As he stepped from the luxury bus he was able to see the Wildcat Catfish Farm for the first time. It wasn’t hard to see that the owner of this property took great pride in his business. The operation appeared very orderly-the buildings had a fresh look; signs directed visitors to the office, hatchery, and other key parts of the facility; the Wildcat Catfish logo dominated one side of a huge feed silo; a series of tanker trucks were lined up next to a busy loading station. It looked to be a productive day at the farm.
Kilmer stopped for a few moments taking in the scene. His attention was caught by two tractors pulling a huge net through one of the ponds, presumably corralling catfish. Several men wearing chest waders were scooping huge nets of fish into a purse seine hooked to the outstretched boom of a backhoe. When the net was full, the backhoe lifted the fish from the water and positioned it above the hatch of the tanker. With the purse seine in position, it zippered open and the fish were indelicately dumped into the tanker as quickly as possible. The loading operation looked very efficient, if labor-intensive. Kilmer was enthralled. He had had an affinity for aquaculture ever since he first visited a hatchery in Brisbane as a young boy. Had he not been otherwise preoccupied, he would have liked watching the men load the trucks. When the Knox job was completed, he intended to spend some time learning how Struffeneger grew catfish on the property.
As Kilmer walked between the bus and the main house, he guessed that Sully and Travis were about to go wheels up from the Hilton Head airport. His final duty before retiring the night before had been to notify Sully of the team’s arrival, who promised to deliver Sela Coscarelli the following day. Holloway had previously made the decision that Sully would move her to Kentucky to be held together with the other hostages. This would eliminate another reason for Conrad to withhold his cooperation through the next phase of the operation. But Holloway was also cognizant that the police could show up at his estate. He figured they would likely come snooping around when his phone number was discovered in Penburton’s records, and while he had a ready explanation for this association, he didn’t want to run the risk of the Coscarelli woman being found if they searched the premises. There would be no explanation for that.
After waking the men, Kilmer returned to the bus, poured hot water on the black teabag in his mug, and began skimming the pre-plan for the upcoming operation. Without Weaver and Krilenko, it was especially important to wring every bit of efficiency from the remaining personnel. Having Farley would be a big help; he would guard the hostages while the rest of the team carried out the mission. Farley was a psychopath and would act without hesitation or remorse when the call came to eliminate the hostages. But that couldn’t happen until Conrad had carried out his last operation with the antigravity machine. Until then, they would keep all the hostages alive; afterwards they were expendable.
Kilmer still didn’t know what to make of Struffeneger and his wife. This was a niggling problem for him. Emil would be the only link-apart from his teammates-to the Knox operation after it was completed. Emil had mentioned, shortly after the men arrived, that his wife, Helene, had taken their twin daughters to her relatives. She was not planning to return until after the men were gone. “You’ll have full access to my home and its amenities,” he’d said hospitably. While the privacy was reassuring, he still wondered if the man and his wife could be trusted. This was a disquieting uncertainty. He decided to inquire about his allegiance to Alastair Holloway, if only to satisfy his own curiosity.
Kilmer went through the plan one more time before the walk-through with the men. He knew Rafie would again be the most difficult, so he paid particular attention to identifying weaknesses Rafie would possibly expose.
The breach of Fort Knox was relatively straightforward: Colt and Rafie would arrive with the semi at the main security checkpoint of the Army base. Kilmer and the rest of his men would be hidden in the back with Dr. Conrad. Holloway had procured the requisite transport documents that showed they were delivering top-secret surveillance equipment to the base. The documents promised to pass even the most discerning inspection by the MPs, and because the load was highly classified, the military police wouldn’t inspect it. This first step admitted them onto the base. The containment building and the gold vault were still some three miles away. That was where the state-of-the-art security would begin.
When they were within sight of the bullion building, Colt would secure the semi next to an electrical transformer and they would begin to deploy the antigravity machine. Conrad estimated that they needed to be within at least 300 yards of the facility to ensure maximum gravitron efficiency. After Colt deployed the outriggers to stabilize the trailer, Ventura was to climb the pole and connect the electrical cables. Fort Knox had three-phase power available, which was ideal because it was the same amperage as the tests they ran in San Jose. In the meantime, Mills and Conrad would extend the microwave dish and power up the computers to bring everything on line.
Starkovich would command the second unit with Struffeneger, staying behind a few miles in a rented ten-wheel dump truck hauling a skip loader. They would await Kilmer’s signal that the machine was ready for the big crush, after which Stark would take out the MPs with his sniper rifle and enter the base. This team would drive directly to the Fort Knox vault to begin loading the gold. Once on scene, Colt would switch to driving the dump truck to work in tandem with Struffeneger, operating the skip loader. The timetable for this phase of the operation was critical. They planned to load gold no longer than five minutes, or once the truck was full. At the five-minute mark, everyone would retreat to the dump truck and head back to Wildcat Farm. Stark would remain positioned on top of the truck with the Stinger missile launcher to ward off the pursuing Apache helicopters. Aside from that, everything else would be abandoned- including the antigravity machine.
Leaving behind Conrad’s machine would mean this was the last opportunity for Mills to decipher the workings of the secret equations. He claimed he was close to understanding what Conrad was doing on the laptop; it really just contained a sequencing program that introduced variables at the correct time. And even if the laptop froze up, he was certain that one of his guys at Oracle could extract the hidden files. In any case, the insufferable Dr. Conrad would be eliminated along with the other hostages. Farley would carry out the order and dispose of the bodies in Struffeneger’s catfish ponds, where the fish would consume the corpses. For obvious reasons, the disposal of the hostages was not discussed with Struffeneger, but after his participation in the operation he wouldn’t be in any position to object.
Kilmer knew he was on the precipice of the biggest tactical command of his career. When he considered the intense preplanning that went into the breach of Fort Knox, he was fairly overwhelmed. From his first contact with Holloway, he never imagined how far this path would lead. Each step before was but a prelude to the final operation.
He was growing increasingly uncomfortable as the time drew near. There were too many exigencies for his liking. He questioned the effectiveness of the antigravity machine and imagined that even if it pulverized the granite and concrete surrounding the vault, there would be tons of debris blocking the path to the gold. Mills was assigned to work with Conrad to switch the machine over to use its antigravity potential to lift the debris out of the way, but it could just as easily take more time than if the tractor just blazed a trail through the debris. This was a problem that would have to be handled in the field.
Another problem was the vault itself. Conrad’s machine had flattened the Hummer in San Jose, but the steel frame remained. The same would hold true of the vault. Even flattened, it was a significant obstruction to clear prior to loading the bullion. Here again, Mills would attempt to use the machine to remove the twenty- ton vault door, but if the vault didn’t break open, there was no plan for what to do next except crush it again.
No matter the enormity of the problems, Kilmer was willing to risk everything for the payoff of $1 billion in gold. Along with guaranteed compensation from Holloway, the team would keep anything they could bring back over the $1 billion. The trick was not to get greedy. The strict time limit of five minutes was inviolable. Any longer than that and the Army base with its Apache helicopters would be on full deployment.
Irrespective of the number of loads, at the five-minute mark the team would cease everything and make a hasty retreat to Struffeneger’s farm. They would stay hidden at Wildcat until the full force of law enforcement heat died down, which promised to be upwards of a fortnight or more. After this initial period, the men would slowly begin leaving for different parts of the country.
The gold would be shipped by Wildcat in the normal course of operations as they delivered the catfish. Kilmer would stay behind to supervise the loading of gold in each shipment and Colt would handle the receiving end. One of Holloway’s warehouses in Galveston would be used to store the gold until it could be loaded on the Jurassic for final shipment to Russia.
As he reviewed the plan, he couldn’t help but think it was without doubt the riskiest operation he had ever commanded. The number of fatal flaws was too multiple to ignore. Their probable success was no greater than three in ten, but if they pulled it off it would indeed be the crime-of-all-crimes. Failure, however, meant certain death; time would tell if Holloway’s master plan would ultimately prevail.
Kilmer’s plan for the day was to get everyone situated and then to walk through the mission. The hostages would be moved into the main house to guard them more easily. It was also a high priority to have the Coscarelli woman safely ensconced on the premises, so Colt would be awaiting Sully’s arrival. Thereafter, he or Ventura would return to the airport to get Farley. But until he had all the hostages secured and all the men present, the day remained flexible. Early tomorrow promised to be the biggest excursion of his life.
Kilmer decided it was time to move the hostages from the bus to the main quarters.
“We’re movin’ inside…so get yerselves ready,” he said gruffly to Jarrod and Jer in turn.
“It’s time to cycle my laptop, Chief,” Jarrod said irreverently, as Kilmer cut through his handcuffs.
“Blimey…there’s a fuckin’ surprise. It’ll wait ‘til we get inside, and Mills’ll monitor every move…not that I don’t trust ya,” he said.
“Okay, it’s your call. I’d have thought my last demonstration might have convinced you of the consequences of ignoring the protocols.”
“Shut yer trap, Professor. Don’t burr me up.” Kilmer said, trying to maintain his composure. He was determined not to let the man get under his skin once again.
“Just pointing out the obvious, Chief. Let’s go to the house, then; it’s no skin off my nose.”
“Yer such a mug, Professor. Seems ya forgot my demonstration. Every time ya open yer bunghole will cost yer rellie more skin,” he said, banging Jer’s head into the door jamb as he walked him from the back bedroom.
Jer yelled as his head struck the door casing. “You’re an asshole, mister,” he said, rubbing his head. “I going to enjoy watching you get your Aussie butt kicked.
“Woo,” Kilmer mocked, nervously shaking his hands. “Ya scare me, boy. Now git yer arses into the house,” he said, kicking Jer out the door but holding his gun on Jarrod.
Jarrod walked into the fresh air and looked around furtively for anything that would give away their location. His eyes were drawn to the huge feed silo with the dominant Wildcat Catfish logo emblazoned on the tower.
Touchdown! Jarrod thought. I’ve got you now, dumb shit. Wildcat Catfish, Kentucky. That can’t be hard to find. I’ll send this off to Sarah and reinforcements will be on the way. These guys are going down!
Jarrod could hardly wait to show Mills how to run his laptop. One false keystroke and the whole machine would implode. Jarrod smiled at the thought. These guys have no idea what’s coming…



FIFTY-THREE


Washington, D.C.
06:00 hours
Emerson Palmer was hitting nothing but dead ends. Since he had spoken to Jason Henry about their common interest in the Coscarelli matter, he had made little progress. Working with the D.C. Metro Police had yielded almost no leads. What the Washington police had learned was that Dr. Coscarelli was a conscientious research professor at Johns Hopkins, devoting her time almost exclusively to work. She lived alone and had few close personal friends. Many of her colleagues at the university didn’t even know she was related to Senator Coscarelli.
An inspection of her home also yielded few clues about her abduction. It was obvious that she had left in a hurry; her purse was left on the dining room table, and the cat’s food dish was empty even though a full bag of food stood nearby. Inside the refrigerator were a forgotten sack lunch and her monogrammed water bottle. It wasn’t hard to figure from this sparse evidence that the woman had been surprised by her abductors, but willingly accompanied them rather than mount a struggle. Who kidnapped her or where she’d been taken was a complete mystery. Even more quizzical was the fact that no one had called making any ransom demands. It was as if the woman simply disappeared without any cause or consequence.
Palmer was sitting at his kitchen table, perusing the meager facts of his case and trying to figure his next move when he received a call from Jason Henry. His pulse quickened with anticipation.
“Morning, Jason,” he said answering the call. “I hope you’ve got something for me, brother, ’cuz the trail here’s colder ’n a well-digger’s ass.”
“Very funny,” Henry replied. “You’re witty as ever, I see.”
“Hey, I’m not kidding. The trail’s as cold as a Minnesota lake in January. I’m working with Metro…we’ve interviewed all of Coscarelli’s neighbors and work associates and don’t have a clue. And there hasn’t been a word about a ransom demand. I’m beginning to think my case is somehow tied to yours,” he ventured, the frustration evident in his voice.
“Well, hold on; I’ve got interesting information that may give you the needle in the haystack you’re searching for,” Agent Henry began. “Dr. Niles Penburton, the principal owner of Quantum and partner of my missing scientist, was executed late yesterday in a car bomb on the Stanford campus.”
“No shit,” Palmer interrupted nonchalantly. “What’s that got to do with me?”
“Easy, pard’…I’ve been suspicious of Penburton ever since this case began,” he said, bringing Palmer current on everything that surrounded the theft of Dr. Conrad’s equations and his new antigravity technology.
“I picked up a court order earlier today to search his personal records. The guy I’m working with out here got hold of Penburton’s phone records. We found dozens of calls involving Triton Energy dating back over a year. Triton’s involvement makes me even more suspicious,” he said, pausing to let Palmer catch up.
“Yeah, okay…but I don’t get this guy’s connection to Coscarelli, or the missing scientist.”
“Look, it gets better,” Henry said. “It so happens Triton Energy is well-known to DOD. The owner, Alastair Holloway, is politically connected and closely allied to the Secretary of Defense. He’s a self-made billionaire, chiefly from oil, but has his fingers in all kinds of Defense Department contracts. He’s cunning, ruthless, and has a reputation for destroying people that cross him. I’m willing to bet that Holloway’s somehow involved in this scheme. Penburton crossed him and he took revenge. I’m telling you…this guy could be the lead we’ve been looking for.”
“Okay, I believe you…but what do you want from me?”
“I’ve made some calls. It seems that Holloway just berthed his yacht at Hilton Head, where he also has an estate. I suggest you get to Hilton Head and interview the man. Ask him about his business with Niles Penburton. Feel him out. I’ll bet you anything he’s dirty,” Henry said, hoping he’d convinced Palmer of the connection.
“I don’t know, Jason. That’s pretty thin. You want me to approach one of the wealthiest men in the country on the hunch that a bunch of calls from his company somehow connects him in this man’s murder? And, even more far-fetched…that he’s the mastermind behind this whole conspiracy? Sounds like a boogie-man theory if you ask me,” Palmer posited, his skepticism overstepping his diplomacy.
“Look, I know I sound desperate, alright. If I were you I’d find this hard to believe too. But I’ve been on this case since the first theft at the Quantum Building. I’m convinced there’s one smart son-of-a- bitch behind the whole thing. Knowing Holloway’s history makes him my prime suspect. I really need your help on this, Emerson.” Henry was relying on their past history to carry the day.
“Okay. Since you put it that way, I’ll check out this Holloway. Hell’s bells…at least it gives me a lead,” he acknowledged. “Can you give me an address and some contact information for Triton Energy? I’ll need some reason for this guy to see me. What’s my way in?”
“I’ll fax over Penburton’s phone records and the location of Holloway’s estate on Hilton Head; everything you’ll need. Make up what you like. Tell him you’re working for a client interested in Penburton’s death and you came across his phone number. As soon as you make contact, let me know what you find. I’ll bet anything he’s involved,” Jason said, relieved he had convinced his old friend to check out the lead.
For the first time since the Quantum job he was feeling a ray of hope. From what Henry had heard about Alastair Holloway, he was certainly cunning enough to have put all the pieces of this intricate plan in motion.
“Send me your information as soon as possible. I’ll catch the next flight to Hilton Head. We’ll know later today if this guy’s hiding anything.”
“Thanks buddy. I owe you one,” Jason, said relieved that Emerson was on the case.
“Hey, don’t mention it. You just remember who I work for…and I don’t mean Senator Coscarelli,” Palmer said.
“Emerson, believe me, that’s on the front of my mind, too. Before this is over the whole damn team could be activated. I won’t forget you,” he said. If the cleaners were activated, his old friend Emerson would resume his rightful place in the group.
“It’s not you I worry about, Jason. Just sit tight. You’ll hear from me…I promise,” he said, ending the call.
Armed with a new assignment, Emerson walked to the hall closet and took out his travel bag, readying himself for a trip to question one of the richest men in the world. He had absolute faith that Jason Henry would do all he could to keep him involved. It was that backstabbing Freeman he worried about.
Wouldn’t that be something if the Holloway lead culminated in activating the ‘cleaners’? he thought. It’s way past due for an assignment. I wonder who’s left? Christ…we’re sure a bunch of old farts.



FIFTY-FOUR


Hilton Head
08:30 hours
Angelina Navarro stormed into the master suite she shared with Alastair Holloway. She was livid. She had met with Dr. Coscarelli a second time the night before when she delivered the clothes and personal items she had promised to bring. She knew Sela was desperate for a laptop computer, but had decided not to risk bringing her the device on the next visit, wary that Sully Metusack would thoroughly search anything brought into the woman’s room. Once she knew the man’s technique, she would be able to determine if it was at all feasible. As expected, Sully had searched through everything Angelina delivered, even though she assured him it was only clothes and personal women’s things. She was relieved her intuition was correct.
When she arose early to bring Sela her breakfast, however, she found the woman was no longer on the premises. She was incensed that Alastair had sent her away without considering the woman’s well-being. This was the last straw.
For many months Angelina had been struggling with the notion that she should confront Alastair about his abusive behavior-not so much toward her, even though it was excessive, but to literally everyone they met. This latest affront gave her the impetus to address the problem. She would no longer abide his rudeness. Even though she realized her protestation would bring an end to the easy life she enjoyed under his care, the thought of him mistreating Dr. Coscarelli had irreparably destroyed her loyalty. This has got to stop, she thought. From this day forward, I will no longer tolerate his mean-spirited behavior.
“Where have you taken her, Alastair?” she demanded, blasting into their suite. She stood in the center of the spacious room with her hands on her hips, a withering look of fury in her eyes. There was no mistaking that she was highly distressed.
Holloway was sitting at a small dining table overlooking the gardens outside. Before him were a pitcher of decaf coffee and a plate of croissants. The Washington Post and the Wall Street Journal were two of several papers he was reading.
He looked up from the paper and casually said, “Excuse me? I don’t see that’s any of your business. You’ve become too personally involved, Angel. When I agreed that you could care for the woman’s personal needs I didn’t intend for you to question my every decision. If you must know, she’s been taken to a more secure location…and that’s all you need to know,” he said deliberately, leaving no doubt the matter was settled.
“It…i…is…my business,” she stammered, unaccustomed to defying the man who had provided for her welfare the last three years. “These men of yours…they don’t know how to care for a woman’s needs. I don’t ask much of you, Alastair, but I asked you to let me take care of her. She’s a decent woman…not…not like me, I know. She needs someone to look out for her,” she argued, still standing rigidly in the middle of the room.
“Angel, I’m in no mood for this insolence. Coscarelli is none of your business. And she’s tougher than you think…she’ll be fine. Now, please…that’s my last word on the matter.”
“It’s not the last word. I demand to know where she’s been taken. I heard that pilot talking about flying to Kentucky. I want to join them. Please Alastair, please,” she implored less stridently, trying desperately to change his mind.
“That’s out of the question, Angel. Really…what do you think you can do that she can’t do for herself? Don’t you see she was just ingratiating herself to you to get information? Are you really that naive, for chrissake?” he said sarcastically, going back to reading the papers.
“You make it sound like I’m stupid and worthless. I’m not just a bimbo, Alastair. If you don’t agree to let me join her, then I see no reason for me to be involved with you any further. I’ll pack my things and be out of here by noon,” she said, issuing an ultimatum. She had been around Holloway enough to know that he didn’t take threats lightly. She braced herself for a barrage as she could see the anger welling inside him.
“Suit yourself, goddamnit. I always knew you were an ingrate. I’ve taken good care of you, Angel, and this is how you show your gratitude? Get your shit and get the fuck out of my house. Now! I don’t ever want to see your face again,” he yelled, gathering himself up from the table, enraged by her defiance.
Angel’s voice quavered. “You’re the…the meanest most sel…selfish man I ever met,” she said, choking back tears, fearful of his anger. But she summoned her courage and pressed forward, determined not to let him have the final word.
“I’ve tried to love you and be more than just the whore that you fuck. I curse you, Alastair. I curse you for all those people that you’ve destroyed over your lifetime. I curse you for treating your only daughter like an outcast. I curse you for all the people that you shamefully mistreat. Go to hell, you bastard.”
“You first, bitch!” he yelled, throwing the plate of croissants at Angel, who was moving quickly toward the door.
“No one walks out on me…you hear me, Angel? No one! You’re fired, you’re fucking fired!” he screamed, the blood vessels in his neck threatening to burst.
Angel was shaken by the altercation. She was sobbing and trembled uncontrollably as she retreated to the sanctuary of the gardens surrounding the estate. But as unsettled as she felt following the fight, she also felt a strange sense of freedom, as if she had finally vanquished an age-old fear.
As she was walking on the path leading to the beach house she saw a man approaching whom she had never seen before. He was obviously not one of Alastair’s employees; this man had a presence about him and carried himself confidently. He was perfectly proportioned for his average size and appeared to be in superb shape. She noticed as he drew closer that he had kind eyes. She figured he must have recognized her distress and she could tell he was going to offer her assistance.
“Excuse me, ma’am. Are you okay? I don’t mean to intrude…but I couldn’t help recognizing that you look troubled. Can I help you?” asked the stranger.
“I wish you could, mister. But, no…this is standard around here. If you know Mr. Holloway then you know he can be pretty nasty at times. This is one of those times for me,” Angelina said, wiping her eyes and trying to compose herself in front of this strange, good-looking man.
The stranger looked at the woman admiringly. Even though she was obviously distraught-eyes red, mascara running, lipstick smeared-he thought she was still a vision of beauty. How anyone could mistreat someone of this quality was beyond him. He took an immediate dislike of the person behind her distress.
“I’m so sorry you’re upset, ma’am. I wish there was something I could do. My name is Emerson Palmer,” he said holding out his hand, taking hers gently in return. “I’ve been sent to question Mr. Holloway about an urgent matter in conjunction with a situation in California. Would you know where I can find him?”
“Are you a policeman?” Angelina asked, startled by how quickly the winds of fate seemed to be blowing in her favor.
“No, ma’am. I’m not with the police. I run a private investigating firm and a friend of mine asked that I contact Mr. Holloway about a difficult case in California. I’m sorry to bother you with this,” he replied, reluctant to withdraw his hand.
“My name is Angelina,” she said, a faint smile creasing her lips. “I may be able to help you, Emerson. Do you mind if I call you Emerson?” she asked charmingly. She didn’t know how, but she had a powerful premonition that the gentleman holding her hand was the answer to her prayers.
“Not at all, ma’am,” he replied.
“Oh, please, call me Angel; all my friends do,” she cooed beguilingly, drawing him in with her standard line to quell his defenses.
“Yes, ma’am…Angel,” he replied, correcting himself. There was something enchanting about this woman. Emerson was not easily smitten, but Angel had an aura about her he had never experienced. He couldn’t believe his good fortune. She was possibly the key to unraveling the mystery behind Holloway. Because she was upset, he hoped she might be more candid than normal about whatever she knew about the man.
“Now, how can I help you, Emerson?” she asked, completely composed. “Do you mind if we walk to the beach house? I was on my way down there. It will be more private.”
“Thank you, Angel. Lead the way,” he said, motioning that she precede him along the path.
“As I said, I’ve been asked to question Mr. Holloway about a matter in California. His company, Triton Energy, has been linked to a man that’s involved in developing a new technology for the Department of Defense. Unfortunately this man was killed yesterday, and the research they were developing is also missing. We want to know if Mr. Holloway can shed any light on the matter,” he said, providing a plausible explanation for his presence at the estate.
“Are you looking for the woman, too?” Angel asked. “Because they just moved her this morning. That’s why I’m so upset. I can’t believe what they’re doing.”
Palmer stopped abruptly and looked incredulously at Angelina. He couldn’t believe what he had just heard. Could it be that Sela Coscarelli was being held captive by Alastair Holloway?
“What did you just say? What woman are you talking about?” he asked.
“I’m talking about Sela. She’s a big-deal researcher who helps disabled kids. I have a nephew who has Muscular Dystrophy and she’s been working on a cure. It makes me so angry that Alastair is interfering with her work,” she said, looking fretful. “At first, he let me care for her while she was here, but they moved her this morning without even telling me she was going. I’m worried about her, Emerson.”
“Wait. You mean to tell me Dr. Sela Coscarelli was here until this morning? Sela Coscarelli…the research fellow from Johns Hopkins University, she was here?”
“Yes…she was here. I don’t know about Hopkin University, but it has to be the same woman. I don’t know anyone else with such a unique name. Are you looking for her, too, Emerson?”
“Angel, you just made my whole day…hell…my whole month,” Palmer said, unexpectedly grabbing her in his arms and giving her a big hug. “Yes, I’m looking for Sela. Do you know where she’s been taken?”
“Maybe I do. But I need you to do something for me before I agree to help any more,” Angel replied, pulling herself from his embrace. “I want to come with you. I set out to help Miss Sela and we were becoming friends. I need to know firsthand that she’s okay.”
“Angel, I can’t do that. What will Mr. Holloway think? You can’t just leave without raising his suspicion.”
“No…that’s the beauty, you see. I just left him…for good. When I found out they took Sela away, it was the last straw. We just had a big fight…he threw me out. I don’t have anywhere else to go. Please, take me to Kentucky with you,” she begged, grabbing his hand impulsively. “I promise…I won’t be any trouble.”
“Kentucky, huh? Do you know where in Kentucky they took her?” he asked.
“Does that mean you’ll take me with you?” she asked excitedly, jumping up and down on the path. “Oh, please, Emerson.”
“Okay…okay. I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this…but, yes, you can come with me. Let’s get moving; we’re wasting time,” he said, grabbing her hand and leading her back to where he had parked.
“What about Alastair? I thought you had questions for him,” she asked.
“Not important any longer, Angel. You gave me all the information I need,” he explained. “I’m more concerned about Sela’s safety right now. My presence here will only tip off Holloway. I don’t want to arouse his suspicion. Now, where are we going in Kentucky?”
“I don’t know for sure, honey…some fort, I think. That’s all I heard.”
“A fort, you say?” he asked with a furrow on his brow. “Hmmm…a fort in Kentucky,” he paused, thinking, searching his memory. “Not Fort Knox?”
“Yeah, Fort Knox…that’s what I heard. Marlon said they were going to Fort Knox, Kentucky.”
Palmer looked stunned. “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said out loud. “Angel, you are a godsend. This is the best news you could have given me. Come on, there’s no time to spare. We’ll need a couple of plane tickets to Louisville. Is there anything you need to get before we leave?”
“Just my purse, sweetheart…I still have my credit cards. Let’s fly to Kentucky courtesy of Alastair Holloway,” she said with a big smile on her face. “I knew I liked the look of you, Emerson. Let’s go find Miss Sela.”
“I’m right beside you, Angel…right beside you.”



FIFTY-FIVE


Hilton Head
Emerson Palmer had only been in Hilton Head a few hours and was leaving with far more than he could have imagined. He couldn’t believe his good fortune. Meeting Angelina was an incredible breakthrough. Not only had she provided critical information about his missing subject, but she also happened to be the embittered mistress of Alastair Holloway, the man Jason Henry suspected was the person behind his case in California.
Palmer’s first thought was to call Ben Dare and share the news about Sela. But then he reconsidered and decided to call Jason before he went any further. The news that Holloway had ostensibly kidnapped Dr. Coscarelli could be the linchpin to blow the case wide open.
“What have you found out, Emerson?” Agent Henry asked expectantly, anxious to hear good news.
“Grab your socks and jock your cock, man…you won’t believe what just happened,” Palmer said, proffering slang from their days on assignment together. He looked sideways at Angelina, having forgotten he was in mixed company. He was relieved to see from her dimpled grin that he hadn’t offended her.
“Hey, man, I’m already at the airport…got socks, sans jock,” Henry jokingly replied. “I was about to call you myself. We’ve had an interesting development. But go ahead…what’s up?”
“The lead at Holloway’s estate paid off in spades, bro. I met his girlfriend. She tells me Dr. Coscarelli was in Hilton Head as recently as last night,” he stressed going for shock factor. “She thinks these guys took her someplace in Kentucky and mentioned a fort. Jason, I know it sounds crazy…but I think these guys are going to hit Fort Knox.”
“Not crazy at all, pard’,” Henry replied evenly. “Your information squares perfectly with evidence we’re piecing together out here. The last communication from Conrad mentions a place in West Point, Kentucky, called Wildcat Catfish. I’m on the next flight to Louisville in about twenty minutes. This is big, man. I’m betting Penburton was Holloway’s lackey. He’s the real mastermind behind this whole deal,” Agent Henry said confidently.
“Well, I’ll be go to hell,” Palmer said, sounding like a hillbilly. “I’m on my way back to the airport myself. Just so you know…I’ve got the woman with me.”
“You’re kidding.”
“Don’t ask; she insisted,” he explained, looking sideways again at Angelina, who was studying him carefully. “We’ll hook up with you later today. What about the locals? Have you alerted them yet?” Palmer asked.
“Absolutely not…we keep this under wraps. Lieutenant Morris has been authorized to accompany me to Louisville. But I’m having a devil-of-a-time keeping him from blowing the lid off. But I can’t just cut him out either; he’s my contact between Sarah Marshall and Dr. Conrad. Trust me, though…this is a federal matter. The locals will only hamstring us. I’m keeping Morris involved on a limited basis so we don’t lose contact with Mrs. Marshall. Other than that, he’s been ordered to stand down unless I authorize it.”
“I’ll bet he’s not happy about that.”
“Yeah, he’s pissed alright, but he’s got no choice…I’m not trying to make friends. Listen, can I call you back?” Henry said, assessing his priorities. The news that Holloway may have relocated the Coscarelli woman to Kentucky was a new wrinkle to consider.
“Sure thing…what gives?”
“I need to discuss this with Freeman before we do anything else,” Henry continued. “There’s information you don’t know about, Emerson, but believe me, it has national security implications. It’s why DOD’s been tracking this new technology all along. As I said before, we see a weapons potential. I’ll bring you current when we meet in Louisville. For now, consider everything classified.”
“Okay, you got it…but throw me a bone, will ya? Don’t leave me hanging,” Palmer pleaded, pressing his old comrade.
“Okay…okay. Remember I mentioned there’s twenty pounds of missing plutonium from the Lawrence Livermore lab?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, we suspect these guys have it in their possession,” Henry blurted out. “It’s critical to operating Conrad’s machine. It’s looking like they’ve figured a way to use it at Fort Knox.”
“The antigravity machine? You think they’ve got it working?”
“Almost certain of it. We knew Conrad had a prototype at Stanford…but I’ll bet you these guys have the real McCoy.”
“Ho-lee-shit,” Palmer enunciated slowly. He couldn’t believe his ears. “Okay man, that’s all I need to know. Get authorization from the old man and we’ll make the next move in Louisville together. What’s your recommendation?” he asked, hoping for music to his ears.
“The joint chiefs will want to consider all options, but I’ll recommend that General Freeman activate the cleaners. We need to keep everyone but the president, the secretary of defense, and the Fort Knox base commander in the dark,” Henry replied. “Because of the weapons potential and the national security implications, I’m confident he’ll see it my way in the end.”
“That’s all I wanted to know, my man. I’m en route to Kentucky. See you later today,” Palmer said.
“Wow! That sounded important, Emerson,” Angelina said when he hung up. “Who’s the old man? ”
“Sorry, Angel, I can’t share that information with anyone. If I told you…I’d have to kill you,” he said grinning, using the over-worked phrase.
“Oh…you wouldn’t do that to me, would you, honey? You haven’t seen my best feature yet,” she said, touching his forearm playfully.
“Believe me, ma’am…Angel,” he corrected, “my imagination’s in overdrive. Now you behave yourself,” he said with a wink. “We’ve got work to do.”
Palmer’s next call was to Ben Dare. He could see from the highway signs that the airport lay just ahead. He figured he’d need just a few moments to bring Ben up to date on the news about Sela Coscarelli.
“Ben, it’s Emerson Palmer.”
“Good morning, Mr. Palmer. Have you found anything?” Ben asked impatiently.
“Good news of sorts. I’ve located a woman who was with Sela last night. I don’t want to get the senator’s hopes up…but tell him I’ve picked up the trail. Keep Metro out of this. This is for the senator’s information only. Is that clear?” Palmer asked.
“Awesome; I should say that’s great news, Mr. Palmer. Can you give me a reason not to involve the police?”
“Unless I’m mistaken, it was my distinct impression that the senator wanted the cleaners to handle this matter. I’ve made inquiries as I promised. The potential exists but only if the local authorities are excluded…best I can do,” he explained.
“Say no more, Mr. Palmer. I’ll inform the senator that you’ve picked up the trail but nothing is to be leaked to the media or D.C. Police. You have my word, sir.”
“Okay, Ben…please tell the senator I’ll be in touch the minute anything new develops…I’m fairly encouraged here.”
“Mr. Palmer, we still haven’t received any ransom demands. Isn’t that unusual by this time?”
“For reasons I can’t explain, I don’t expect you’ll receive any contact from the kidnappers. Sela’s abduction is much more menacing than we first thought. It’s linked to the case in California with Mrs. Marshall. But don’t worry…we’re close to a breakthrough on all fronts.”
“Oh, thank God,” Ben said, amazed the man had apparently pieced together so many of the facts involving Sarah and Jer.
“Remember…no police. That will slow us down. I’ll be in touch.”
Palmer completed the call just as he saw the exit leading to the rental car return lot. He looked over at Angelina, who had a perplexed look on her face.
“You’re a bona-fide secret agent, aren’t you?” she said, a hint of admiration in her voice.
“Something like that,” Palmer replied with a wry smile.
“Well, my goodness, isn’t this just my lucky day?” she said, looking pleased.
“No, Angel…this is distinctly my lucky day. You could turn out to be the reason we stop one of the biggest crimes in history. You’re going to be famous, my dear,” he said affectionately, tapping his index finger on the back of her hand.
“Famous. Me? Hah! I like the sound of that. I knew we were going to be good friends,” Angelina said proudly. “Let’s go find Miss Sela.”
“Yes…let’s do,” Palmer said. “Let’s do.”



FIFTY-SIX


West Point, Kentucky
10:00 hours
Travis Marlon couldn’t shake his feeling of impending doom. He regretted to his core giving in to Kilmer’s latest demand-agreeing to carry out the abduction of Dr. Coscarelli. It was one thing to be associated with Kilmer’s ne’er-do-wells, piloting them around, breaking one law after another; after all, their history together was long and storied. But to actively engage in kidnapping was way over the line. The trouble was he saw no way to disengage from further involvement. Hearing about Kilmer’s brutal revenge on McCauley following Weaver’s death, convinced him that backing out now did not bode well for his survival. Kilmer would surely make an example out of his disloyalty.
The flight from Hilton Head to Louisville was routine, considering he was transporting a hostage. Marlon was dumbfounded but also thankful for Sela Coscarelli’s accommodating nature. She offered almost no opposition, seemingly cognizant that any resistance would only engender more trouble. Instead, she talked incessantly, berating them for their foolhardy actions that included kidnapping a senator’s daughter. She brashly promised to relish facing them in court when at some future point the full weight of the judicial system settled the score.
Marlon soon wearied of her ceaseless commentary. He and Sully both understood perfectly the seriousness of their situation: kidnapping a senator’s daughter would launch a nationwide search with uncertain but grave consequences. If they were caught, the retribution would be swift and merciless. In the end he put on blinders, relying on Holloway’s master plan to keep them free of blame.
Marlon was relieved when the King Air was finally secured and Sully had safely escorted the woman to Colt’s vehicle-a black SUV waiting dutifully on the tarmac next to the private aircraft hangars. Only when they were on their way to the safe house did Marlon finally relax. He resolved that when this last job was over, he would dissociate himself from Kilmer. Regardless of their past history, the stress of increasingly dangerous endeavors was more than he could take. Colt had met them promptly and they made the fifty-minute drive from the airport to Wildcat Farm. As soon as they arrived, Sully ushered Dr. Coscarelli through the expansive portico of the main residence where the other hostages were being held.
The entrance of the stone house opened immediately into a great room with a fifteen-foot-high ceiling that resembled a sportsman’s lodge. Trophies of elk, antelope, and other animals of all types were prominently displayed throughout the room. Mounted above the lavish soapstone hearth was the head of an enormous bull moose that filled the huge space above the mantle. Pictures of the owners with select people decorated every wall, most depicting hunting and fishing trips at exotic locations. A behemoth white-oak dining room table connected the living area to an open kitchen that even the most accomplished chef would envy. The great room overlooked a spacious wrap-around deck with a waterfall as the centerpiece of a backyard swimming pool. The house and its surrounding amenities were well designed for entertaining. It was truly a gorgeous setting.
Kilmer rose from the table and eagerly greeted his new arrival. “G-day, luv, I’m Richard Kilmer. Welcome to Wildcat Farm,” he said in his alluring Australian accent, offering his hand, which Sela refused to take. “I regret the dodgy nature of our business, but it’s out o’ my hands…yer here due to Jarrod Conrad. I believe ya know ‘im?” he asked, not meaning for it to be a question.
“Don’t be absurd, you fool…of course I know Jarrod,” Sela indignantly replied. “Don’t waste my time with inanity, Kilmer. What do you want from me?”
“Don’t git all burred up,” he said with a slight bow. “I need ya to assure Conrad’s cooperation. He won’t do bugger we tell ‘im. He’s a hardcase,” Kilmer said, as if he were describing something alien. “I’m left with no choice but to put the pinch on someone he fancies. Sources tell me yer the one person who can talk some sense into ‘im. I’m sorry the piker’s got ya involved, ma’am.”
“Your explanation is absurd, sir,” Sela haughtily replied. “Whatever your rationale, you’ve broken the law and will be held accountable.”
Kilmer’s congenial demeanor dramatically changed. He looked crossly at Sela and coldly replied, “I won’t cow-tow to ya, Doctor. If it’s hostility ya want…I promise I’m game for a brawl. I should warn ya though…that yer nephew’s here too. His safety depends on yer cooperation.”
“Jeremiah? He’s here? You’ve kidnapped him, too?” she asked incredulously, a shocked look replacing her demonstrable arrogance. “Let me see him. Now!”
“In a sec, madam…in a sec.” Kilmer paused, pleased to see he had caught her off-guard. “First, ya speak to Conrad. Convince ‘im that yer safety depends on his cooperation.”
“And then you’ll let me see Jeremiah?” Sela asked, looking at Kilmer distrustfully.
“Dead cert. Ya can see yer rellie when I’m convinced Conrad will man-up later this evening. By t’morrow, it’ll all be over,” he said encouragingly.
“What do you want from him?” she asked.
“Just to run ‘is machine, nothin’ more.”
For the second time in so many minutes, Sela looked incredulously at Kilmer. “Wait a second…his technology works…the antigravity machine is here?” she asked, astonished.
“Yes, ma’am. We possess the world’s first antigravity machine. If it goes as planned…everyone goes home happy. Ya have my word.”
“Where? Where will he operate the device?” she asked inquisitively.
“None of yer concern; the less you know, the better. Let’s just say…it ain’t legal. If Conrad comes through, he buys yer freedom. That’s yer only concern.”
“Okay…let me see him, then. Let’s get this over with.”
Kilmer motioned to Rafie, who left to bring Conrad into the room. As before, the hostages had been confined into separate quarters, this time at the rear of the residence.
Within moments Rafie reentered the room with Jarrod, who was looking more energetic than Sela expected. They greeted each other enthusiastically.
“Thank goodness you’re all right, Sela. My gracious you’re a sight for these tired eyes,” Jarrod said as they rushed to hug one another. He was relieved that his fears for her safety were allayed for the moment. Their embrace lingered and Jarrod lovingly patted Sela’s back.
“Hello, Jarrod. I wish I could say how happy I am to see you…but under the circumstances, it’s a bit difficult,” Sela said, holding him close. “It’s been too long.”
“My God, Sela, I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed you. Are you okay? Did they hurt you?” he asked, looking her up and down.
“No, no…I’m fine. Everything’s okay…except for the obvious. I had no idea what was happening until now. Is Jeremiah okay? Are you okay?” Sela asked, pulling away.
“Unfortunately, Jeremiah’s taking the brunt of my obstinacy,” he answered, shamefaced. “He’ll be okay, though. He’s tough…just like his old man.”
“Who-ha, enough piffle,” Kilmer interrupted. “Git to it.”
“Listen, Jarrod,” Sela began, taking his hand, looking at him gravely. “They told me why they’ve brought me here. They need your cooperation and they’re using me to get it. I know you better than anyone here…certainly well enough to know that forcing you into anything will be met with resistance. But for Jer’s sake…for our sake…please do what these men ask. Can you do that, Jarrod?”
“Sela, that’s my intention, but I had to know you were okay. Knowing you’re safe and sound…I’ll do what they want. But when this is over, there’s lots to talk about…I mean between us, okay?” Jarrod asked expectantly. “Ryan and I are getting along and he’s with Sarah. I can’t say any more. Just trust me, Sela…this is great news.”
“I’ll look forward to it, Jarrod…for more reasons than I can count.
“Now, let me see my nephew,” Sela demanded, turning her attention back to Kilmer.
“Right this way, ma’am,” Rafie said, motioning with his hand when Kilmer approved the request with a nod of his head.
Kilmer approached Jarrod as if they had just concluded a business deal. “It’s a done deal, Professor. I’ve met yer last condition…Coscarelli’s safety’s been proven. We go t’night…no more pussyfootin’. If yer not spot-on from here out, ya’ll never see yer rellie or the woman again.”
“Thank you…Chief,” Jarrod said begrudgingly. “Yes, you’ve met my demands. I’ll honor my end of the bargain. But God help you if these people are harmed in any way.”
“She’ll be right, Professor. Just do yer job and no one gits clocked,” Kilmer said. “Now, stop pesterin’ me; I’ve got no more time for yer shit,” he concluded, indicating that Sully re-secure Jarrod in the back room.
Rafie led Sela to the room where Jer was sitting with his hands tied behind his back.
“Aunt Sela!” he exclaimed, delighted to see her walk into the room. “What are you doing here?”
“Same thing you are, Jer,” she said, rushing toward him, giving him a hug around the neck. “Are you okay? Have they hurt you?” she asked, looking him over. And then she saw the gash on the side of his head and dried blood where Kilmer had pistol-whipped him.
“Mary, Mother of God,” she admonished distractedly, flashing an icy stare at Rafie as she spoke. She shook her head and said accusingly, “You people are barbarians.”
“I’m okay, Aunt Sela. They didn’t hurt me any. Don’t worry. We’ll get out o’ this…Uncle Jarrod knows what he’s doing,” Jer said, cautious not to divulge the messages from his parents.
“I want to stay with him, mister,” she said to Rafie, determined not to let Jer out of her sight. “As long as you’re going to restrain me, I’d like to be with my nephew.”
“That’s easily arranged, ma’am,” Rafie replied. “Take a seat and put your hands behind your back,” he instructed, tying her hands together with another snap tie.
When they were finally alone, Jer quietly whispered to Sela everything that was going on. He told her about how his mother and he had followed Ryan to Stanford, their family reunion and the reconciliation between Jarrod and his father, his abduction, the emails, and seeing Uncle Jarrod’s machine lift the Humvee. “It was amazing, Aunt Sela. He did it…he really did it!” he exclaimed, straining to keep his voice subdued.
“So you think Sarah knows where we are?” she asked hopefully, keeping her voice low.
“We think so…Jarrod’s received a couple messages from her. He sent one that we’re at Wildcat Farm in Kentucky. If I know Pop, they’re on their way here loaded for bear…I have no doubt, Aunt Sela,” Jer murmured.
“Well, well. This is one time when your father’s vindictiveness is going to work in our favor. I never thought I’d be wishing for that,” she gushed optimistically.
“Pop’s a changed man, Aunt Sela. Jarrod too…you’ll see. Trust me. We’re all going to get through this just fine.”
Sela tugged at her restraints, making certain there was no way to break free. “I believe you, Jer, but we’re running out of time. I feel so helpless. I heard that Kilmer fellow say they need Jarrod’s cooperation tonight. Whatever they’re planning is happening in a matter of hours.”
“Listen…you know Uncle Jarrod better than anyone. Have you ever known anyone to get the better of him?” he asked. “He’s got something planned. He won’t go down without a fight.”
“That’s exactly what worries me, Jer. These men are ruthless. Jarrod’s out of his league. They’ll kill him,” she said with a slight shudder.
“Don’t be so sure, Aunt Sela…my money’s on Pop and Uncle Jarrod. Together they’re a formidable team, the likes of which these men have never seen: The once-embittered Metatucci cousins joined against a common foe,” Jer said with the flourish of a carnival barker. “Hell hath no fury like the two of them united. These guys have no idea the vengeance they’ve unleashed.”
“I sooo hope you’re right, Jer…or we’re all doomed.”
Come on little sister…save my life.



FIFTY-SEVEN


Hilton Head
Alistair Holloway was stewing from his earlier argument with Angelina. She was one of few people who could get under his skin. He would never admit his feelings, but he had grown very fond of her, closer, in fact, than anyone would ever know. Damn you, Angel, for crossing me after all I’ve done. Of all the times…why now? Fortunately, his cell phone interrupted his melancholy mood and Holloway was momentarily thrilled to learn it was Kilmer.
“Hello, Richard. Are you at Wildcat?” he asked, answering the call.
“Yessir, we blew in early this mornin’. Everythin’s aces. The Struffenegers are good mates,” Kilmer replied.
“Excellent. I thought you’d find the accommodations acceptable. What’s your time schedule?” he asked, excited to hear about the plan.
“No worries…we square off t’night,” he succinctly replied. “I figure ya’d want to know.”
“What about the hostages?”
“They’re under wraps,” Kilmer answered. “Farley’s with ‘em ’til the deed is done. They don’t stand a buckley’s chance. When we clear the base, they’re history.”
“Why wait? What’s the reason to keep them alive any longer? It’s the loose ends you’ll trip on, Richard.”
“Just a hunch. Ya don’t know Conrad. He’s a tricky blighter. The wanker might demand talkin’ with the woman once we’re on the base. I’m second-guessin’, sure, but I don’t trust ‘im. I promise ya, Conrad won’t be comin’ home. He’ll be found dead alongside the machine, as ya specified. He’s history.”
“Alright, it’s your call…just be sure the hostages are removed before Emil returns. He’ll never agree to this part of the plan. Do we understand each other?”
“No worries, sir. It’s a done deal.”
“What about Penburton?” Holloway asked next.
“Oh, ya won’t hear from him again. Farley used a car bomb on him. It’s on ya to handle the cops when yer name surfaces though.”
“I’m prepared for that. Just do your job and leave the strategy to me. Tomorrow at this time I expect to be $1 billion richer. We’ll have the world’s undivided attention on the use of antigravity for the first time. You’re about to make history, Richard.”
“We’re good as gold, sir. I’ll call ya when we’re through.”
“Good luck, Mr. Kilmer. We’ve come a long way together on this path. Don’t let me down,” he said, completing the call.
I’m on the brink of making history, Holloway mused. Antigravity technology will be unveiled to the world in just a matter of hours. A bidding frenzy will develop when governments realize the potential of this new technology. It will be the biggest technological discovery of all time. This is just the beginning…



FIFTY-EIGHT


Louisville, Kentucky
10:30 hours
Ryan and Sarah Marshall had slept peacefully during the three-hour flight from LAX to Houston, purging the stress of passing through airport security. Despite the discomfort of the cramped airline seats, it was only when they were roused by a stewardess to return their seats to an upright position that they finally awoke, revived from the much needed respite. Their connecting flight to Louisville didn’t depart until 6:30 a.m. the following morning, but because the couple was loath to again face airport security, they decided to wile away the intervening hours in the Houston terminal-a nine-hour stretch that became almost interminable. Realizing they had not eaten since the snack they bought at the Grapevine the day before, they found a one-of-a-kind fusion grill run by a local family and leisurely ate until sated. They then braced for the inevitable boredom while awaiting the early morning flight to Louisville. Throughout the evening, Ryan grew strengthened by the overpowering sense that they were drawing ever closer to completing their quest: rescuing Jer, Sela and Jarrod.
As they anxiously approached their final destination, Ryan stared out the plane window and could see the Ohio River winding its way south through the city. Whenever he saw a river he remembered his younger days fishing for rainbow trout on the Jemez River with his grandfather. He knew Amerigo would have been amazed by the size of the Ohio. Rivers of the West were mere creeks compared to the Ohio, which was the largest tributary to the mighty Mississippi, the biggest river system in North America. He could see a paddleboat ferrying people down the river and thought it would be fun to take a trip to New Orleans on the Mississippi when their ordeal was all over.
When their plane finally landed and they had disembarked, the couple split up. Ryan was feeling too much like a fugitive, figuring his chances of avoiding capture increased with the fewer people he engaged.
“I’ll meet you at the shuttle,” he said, squeezing her hand. “The cops could be watching the rental agencies.”
Sarah looked at him worriedly and said, “okay, but don’t keep me waiting.”
“Trust me…I’ll be there, Mrs. Marshall.”
Sarah promptly checked for new messages from Jarrod, and received his latest two word transmission which merely read: ‘Wildcat Catfish.’ Then she hurried to Enterprise and rented a Lincoln Navigator, thinking the extra horsepower would be useful. She declined the model with onboard GPS, worried that it could be used to track their whereabouts. Sarah asked the rental agent to verify the directions to West Point and if he knew of Wildcat Catfish. The agent confirmed he’d heard of the farm and didn’t imagine it would be difficult to find.
While Sarah was busy with the rental, Ryan went in search of fast food they could take without stopping again to eat. He found a Kentucky Fried Chicken just beyond the baggage claim area. How appropriate, he thought. He used cash to buy two boxed lunches and bottled water, and returned to meet Sarah outside at the rental-car shuttle.
“We good?” Ryan asked, relieved to see Sarah quickly approaching the bus.
“Perfect,” Sarah said pleasantly. “But listen to this…the last message from Jarrod had two words: ‘Wildcat Catfish.’”
“Yeah?” Ryan said, unsure what that meant.
“Sooo…I searched for a Wildcat Catfish website in Kentucky, and what do you think I found?” she asked, a satisfied look on her face. There was no mistaking that she had discovered something worthwhile and could barely contain herself.
“I don’t know…you came up empty?” he smirked, playing the fool.
Sarah looked crossly at Ryan. She slapped his thigh with the back of her hand and replied, “No, silly…I found that Wildcat Catfish is located in West Point, Kentucky, and owned by Emil and Helene Struffeneger. What do you bet that Jarrod and Jer are being held at the catfish farm?”
“Well…I’m not a betting man…unless it’s a sure thing. And on this news, I’d bet our company. That’s awesome, sweetheart,” Ryan said, sharing Sarah’s excitement. It did appear that they were drawing closer to where the guys were being held captive.
“I also sent Jarrod another message that we’ve arrived in Louisville. He’ll know reinforcements are on the way. We’re gonna find them, honey,” she said, her smile radiating the hope she felt. “Just another minute, I need to call Lieutenant Morris and let him know about Wildcat. He needs to alert the local authorities as quickly as possible. I may not get another chance to call him.”
“Alright, but just a quick call, okay? And I wouldn’t mention we’re in Louisville.”
As she was fishing the phone out of her handbag, she pressed her lips, frowning. “It’s okay…I’ve got this.”
“Sorry…I’m just nervous,” he confessed. “The sooner we get the car and ditch the airport, the better I’ll feel.”
Sarah left Morris another succinct voicemail message. She reported that Jarrod’s latest email read ‘Wildcat Catfish,’ which she surmised meant a catfish farm somewhere in Kentucky. She gave no indication about their present location or plans. The message delivered, she put away her phone and the laptop. It was time to follow their next lead to Jeremiah and Jarrod.
Within forty minutes of arriving in Louisville, the couple was on Route 30 toward West Point. Several highway billboards advertizing Wildcat Catfish buoyed their optimism that their search for Jer was fast approaching a conclusion.
As the Enterprise agent predicted, the Wildcat Catfish Farm complex was easy to find, primarily because it offered public fishing, and Southern folks had an affinity for catfish. Signs alerted travelers to the appropriate highway exit to reach the farm, and further directed them to the facility’s exact location.
As they drove, Ryan recognized the approaching farm by a series of locks that controlled water flowing into large ponds adjacent to the road. Then they saw the large feed silo with the Wildcat Catfish logo proudly announcing they had reached their destination. Ryan decided to drive by without stopping.
“This is it,” he said excitedly. “What’s your bet Jarrod’s machine is under the tarp on that Peterbilt? Notice all the other vehicles have the Wildcat logo? That one doesn’t… I’ll stake you anything it belongs to the guys that nabbed Jer,” he observed, a frown creasing his forehead.
“Ryan, slow down,” Sarah said, craning her neck around to get a better look.
“Not just yet. They’ll have posted a lookout and I don’t want to draw any attention. These guys aren’t prone to mistakes…no reason to believe they’re not watching the traffic, too.”
“Ryan, we didn’t come all this way just to observe, did we?” she asked, looking confused.
Ryan shrugged. “Of course not, but we can’t just storm the place demanding they return Jer. We’re going in, but we need to be strategic.”
“Okay, you’re right…so now can we call the authorities?” she asked hopefully.
“Sure, but just Morris, no one else. Tell him we’re at Wildcat Catfish Farm and we suspect the kidnappers are holed up here, too,” Ryan replied.
They drove about a mile past the main entrance of the farm and Ryan pulled alongside a work truck parked next to one of the ponds. The truck was unlocked. He reached inside and took one of the worker’s hats and a denim coat that looked much too small for his large frame. He grabbed it anyway.
“What are you doing?” Sarah asked, looking increasingly puzzled.
“We’re turning around and you’re going to drop me off at the entrance. They’ll think I’m an employee returning from the field. I want to look around. If I see a black van we’ll know for sure that Jer’s here. Then we call the police.”
“Are you out of your mind? Ryan, we’ve settled this. I’m not leaving you. We’re in this together,” she said emphatically. “Now, please…no more talk about splitting up.”
“Don’t you understand how dangerous this is?” he asked, trying not to sound argumentative. “These guys play by different rules. They have no compunction. They’ve murdered, kidnapped, and robbed to get to this point. Yes, we need the police, Sarah…but I want to confirm Jer and Jarrod are really here. If the police raid that house and they aren’t inside, these men will retaliate. We’d lose them for sure. We can’t take that chance. Don’t worry…I’ll be careful,” he said reassuringly.
“Shoot! I hate when you’re right,” she said, grinding her teeth. “But I’m calling Morris first. He needs to know we’ve located the kidnappers.”
“Agreed.”
Sarah called Morris and left another message. She provided him their whereabouts and the plan to confirm if Jeremiah was present. She promised to call 911 when they had verification.
Ryan returned to the Wildcat Farm entrance and parked in the area opposite the visitor parking. He put on the ball cap, picked up the denim coat, and threw it over his shoulder.
Sarah stayed with the vehicle and watched her ex-husband walk toward the closest service building. The overhead retractable steel door was closed, forcing Ryan to enter from the side door.
As he entered the building a shot of adrenalin quickened his pulse. Inside were two black SUVs, conspicuous by the absence of the familiar Wildcat logo. Two men were busily working near the back of one of the vehicles but didn’t notice his presence.
Confident the vehicles proved the authenticity of Jarrod’s messages, Ryan decided to peek into the back windows of the main house, hoping for visual proof that Jer was inside. He maintained a casual gait, trying to imitate an employee who knew his business. He walked past the side of the house looking for an open window, but the shades had all been drawn. He continued searching but stopped abruptly at a gate leading into the back of the residence. The entire backyard was visible from the interior of the house, but the pool reflected off the porch glass, making it impossible to see inside. The risk of going any further was too great.
Ryan turned to retrace his steps and was startled by a tall man standing at the edge of the house holding a gun. Even though he had never seen the man’s face, he knew immediately this was the same man who had kidnapped Jeremiah.
“Welcome to the party, Mr. Marshall,” Stuart Farley said, keeping his 9-mm Glock pointed directly at Ryan’s head. “I don’t know how you found us, but I assure you it was the stupidest thing you ever did. Now put your hands on top of your head and let’s join your wife and son inside,” he said tersely, walking cautiously to get behind Ryan.
“You know…I was supposed to kill you and your cousin that night in Stanford. I was denied that pleasure by the dumb PI tracking your son. But now it seems I’ll get a second chance. Get moving,” he said, shoving Ryan hard in the back, keeping the gun trained on the back of his head.
“So it was you I chased down the street in Stanford,” Ryan said, with a mixture of satisfaction and alarm, mindful that he was completely at the man’s mercy. “You shouldn’t be so sure of yourself, mister. If I could find this place…so can the police. You guys are busted.”
“Shut the fuck up and get inside,” Farley demanded, forcefully shoving Ryan again as they walked. “Let’s see what Boss has to say.”
Pig-headed fool, Ryan thought. Jarrod was right on the money. Damnit, I shouldn’t have stopped Sarah from calling the authorities. Lieutenant Morris is our only hope now…



FIFTY-NINE


Wildcat Catfish Farm, Kentucky
The first thing Ryan saw as he entered the main quarters of Wildcat Farm was Sarah, her hands bound behind her back, tape across her mouth. She was seated and a man held a gun to her head. When he saw the tears streaming down her cheeks, he lowered his hands and charged toward her. He only made it part way before Richard Kilmer and Sully Metusack blocked his path, wrestling him to the ground amidst a great commotion.
Ryan’s pent-up rage-brewing from the moment in Taos when Lieutenant Westbrook accused him of breaking into Jarrod’s office- erupted like a dormant volcano. His powerful build was more than a match for any one of Kilmer’s men, but he finally succumbed when Farley delivered a sharp blow with the Glock to the side of his head. As he went limp, Sarah’s struggle to break free intensified, her face turning crimson from fury. Farley straddled Ryan’s body, cinching a snap tie to his wrists, not unlike a cowboy roping the feet of a struggling calf.
Fully restrained and partially dazed, Ryan nonetheless spewed a steady stream of vulgarities, swearing on his mother’s grave to tear their hearts out. Tape applied to his mouth brought the surprise uproar to an abrupt halt. They gathered him up and shoved him unceremoniously next to Sarah at the table. Ryan and Sarah looked at each other dejectedly, wondering how things could have gone so wrong.
“We’re blown,” Sully said, helping to get Ryan seated as he still struggled to overcome his assailants.
“Alright…ever’one, just calm the fuck down, ” Kilmer said, backing away from Ryan, smoothing his hair and straightening his shirt. “Nothin’s blown, mates, ‘til we figure how they found us. I’ll bet it’s that fuckin’ Conrad again…git ‘is sorry arse in here,” Kilmer demanded, laboring to catch his breath. He was momentarily exhausted from the unexpected exertion of manhandling Ryan into submission.
Throughout the house a loud scream arose when Jer, Sela, and Jarrod heard Ryan’s voice and realized that he had been captured. Their voices cried out from back of the house to acknowledge their presence. Kilmer’s men visited each in turn, quieting the commotion, threatening physical harm to anyone who didn’t obey. Ventura cut Jarrod free and led him to the great room, keeping a steady gun at the ready.
“Ya stupid wanker,” Kilmer yelled as Jarrod entered the room. “ What have ya done now?”
“Hey, man, I’ve been saying all along you’re in over your head,” Jarrod grinned evilly. “Have you an inkling now about what I’ve been trying to say? Hell…if my cousin can find your dumb ass, how far behind do you think the police are? You really are screwed, Mr. Leader,” Jarrod said, choosing his words carefully, aware that Ryan and Sarah would be hanging on each one.
“How’d they find us? I want answers and I want ‘em now. Who else knows? No bullshit…or yer Sheila ends up lookin’ like a bush pig,” Kilmer threatened, absolutely furious.
“Well…because you’re so persuasive, I’ll tell you, Chief,” Jarrod glibly answered. “Every time I used my computer, which you allowed, you dumb bastard, I sent Sarah a clue. First, the bus driver gave me Louisville-remember our little demonstration in the bus?” he asked impudently. Kilmer glanced over at Ventura, who blanched and hung his head.
“Then you marched us into this house right past the silo outside blazoned with the Wildcat logo. Elementary, Watson, ” he said smugly.
Processing Jarrod’s explanation and realizing he’d been duped caused Kilmer to grow even angrier. His every movement became exaggerated; his jaw was taut, his eyes narrowed, and he looked on the verge of a nervous breakdown. “ Who…else…knows?” he asked in a slow and measured way, through teeth tightly clamped together.
Jarrod gave an almost imperceptible wink that only Ryan and Sarah could distinguish. “No one else knows,” he shrugged, making it seem obvious.
“Come on, man…think…pull your head out your ass. If the police knew our location, wouldn’t they already be here? My cousin’s on the lam, for chrissake…you saw to that,” he said, using parts of Kilmer’s plan to corroborate their story.
“When Jer was abducted,” Jarrod continued, “we made a decision to find him without involving the police. I was their only contact. It just so happens that you led them here when you kidnapped me. This is your doing, Chief…simple as that,” Jarrod said with a smirk. He was proud of his own adaptive brilliance, spinning a yarn on the fly that was both plausible and misleading.
“So help me, Professor…yer on my last nerve. If this is more bull dust I’ll personally blow yer arse away,” Kilmer threatened.
“By the way, ya might fancy knowin’ that yer partner sold ya out. It was Penburton put me on to ya. He conjured the plan to hit yer lab and finger Marshall,” he said nodding his head toward Ryan. “He even gave us Coscarelli. He’s got ya up shit creek.”
“Frankly, that doesn’t surprise me in the least. Our association started to sour when that agent from DOD insisted on monitoring my research. Niles is soft. I knew he was going behind my back. He’ll get what’s coming to him,” Jarrod replied, with little reaction to the news of his partner’s betrayal.
“Well, then maybe ya’ll fancy knowin’ that Farley blew up his car yesterday. He’s history.”
Kilmer could see from the look on Jarrod’s face that he had finally landed a blow. There was no mistaking that the surly professor was stunned by the news of his disloyal partner’s untimely death.
“By jingos, Professor, what’s wrong? Yer not lookin’ so swank now,” Kilmer said, enjoying his newfound leverage. “Here’s somethin’ else to ponder. Farley’ll be guardin’ yer rellies this evenin’. If anythin’s jaked and I don’t contact ‘im on time…he’ll cap every last one and git-off doin’ it.”
Kilmer’s statement quieted the room with utter finality; everyone on both sides seemed taken aback. Struffeneger stood abruptly and walked out of the room, taking the news especially hard. Mills also seemed nonplussed but remained quiet as a mouse, preferring not to draw any attention.
“Farley, git these yahoos out o’ my sight,” Kilmer ordered. “They’re yer worry now.”
“You heard the man, get your asses up,” Farley growled, pointing his gun at Ryan and Sarah.
With Ventura’s help, Farley moved the hostages to the back bedrooms of the house. They would be kept isolated until the team departed. Thereafter he planned to round them together in the great room to better facilitate guarding them alone. Farley was the only one that wasn’t surprised by Kilmer’s announcement about eliminating the hostages. He could hardly wait to have them to himself.
Time was running out and the strain of carrying out Holloway’s plan was beginning to show. The unanticipated arrival of the Marshalls had shaken Kilmer’s confidence. He couldn’t allow himself to believe that Conrad was actually telling the truth, but he had to acknowledge that his explanation made perfect sense. If the police knew about the Wildcat location, surely they wouldn’t let the Marshalls show up alone. Though he hated to admit the facts, he had no alternative but to accept Conrad’s explanation for how they’d been found. There was no other alternative but to stay the course and carry out the mission.
He thought briefly of calling Holloway but quickly dismissed the notion. He would only want the mission to start on schedule. There was nothing to gain in calling him but more insults.
Kilmer sat back down at the table to continue his review of the Fort Knox plan. It was almost noon, less than fifteen hours until he was to commence the biggest operation of his life. Never had he felt so unprepared; never had he experienced such misgivings. It did not bode well for the outcome.
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Wildcat Catfish Farm
13:00 hours
Agent Jason Henry and Lieutenant David Morris arrived at the Louisville airport but did not immediately leave for Wildcat Fish Farm. Instead, Henry decided it best to wait for Emerson Palmer’s arrival; he had important information to discuss before they set out. In all the years he’d worked for the DOD there had never been a time when something this extraordinary was authorized. As he waited, Morris secured a rental car for the drive to Wildcat Farm.
Henry sat impatiently at the luggage claim for Palmer’s plane to arrive. To pass the time, he fell into one of his old habits: people-watching. A choice place to engage this pastime was in shopping malls, although amusement parks were also a target-rich environment. He enjoyed choosing a particular physical characteristic and counting the number of cases he could recognize, bemused by the seemingly infinite number of variations the human body could derive from forty-eight chromosomes. Tallying redheads was his favorite- a true redhead was a rarity and was easily distinguished from dyed red hair because it was actually orange. He wondered about the environmental significance of orange hair and what possible evolutionary advantage this genetic anomaly imparted. Fascinating, he mused. Today he focused on the escalator moving hundreds of people through the airport and waited, cutting through the boredom.
Henry’s daydreaming was interrupted by Palmer’s call signaling his arrival. After providing Palmer with his location at the Southwest luggage carousal, Henry informed Morris of the need for a brief confidential discussion with Palmer before leaving the airport.
Even though he hadn’t seen Palmer in several years, it wasn’t hard to recognize him as he approached the top of the escalator. He was still the compact, squared-away agent he’d always been, even though nothing much stood out about the man. The woman that accompanied him, however, stood out like a lighthouse beacon on a seaside cliff. Heads turned when she walked by, and he could tell from Palmer’s lively step that he relished having her by his side.
“Jason, ol’ buddy…holy hell it’s good to see you, man,” Emerson said, giving him a big bear hug. “Look at you…damn, you’ve aged, sport,” he added, eyeing him up and down with his hands on Henry’s shoulders.
“I can’t say you look much better, Emerson,” Henry rejoined. “Jesus, where’d you get all those wrinkles? I’ve seen better-looking Sharpeis,” he said with a chuckle.
“Very funny, Jason. Let me introduce Angelina Navarro,” Palmer said, turning his attention to Angel. “She’s been invaluable in my search for Sela Coscarelli.”
Jason greeted Angelina warmly, shaking her hand. “My deepest apologies for my friend’s boorish behavior, ma’am. He obviously has no idea how to handle himself in the presence of a beautiful woman,” he said with a mischievous grin.
“And I’m pleased to introduce you both to Lieutenant David Morris from the Palo Alto Police Department. Lieutenant Morris has been on this case since day one,” Henry said, completing the round of introductions as everyone shook hands.
“Pleased to meet you both,” Morris replied. “I’ve heard a great deal about your many exploits, Mr. Palmer. My admiration is considerable.”
“Well, don’t believe everything you hear, Lieutenant…especially from this joker,” Palmer chided, playfully shoving Henry.
“Okay, okay…everyone gets the point, Emerson.”
Henry turned toward Morris to suggest the need for privacy. “Lieutenant, would you kindly take Ms. Navarro for a cup of coffee? Emerson and I need to discuss a few things. Let’s all meet back here in twenty minutes.”
“Certainly…it would be my pleasure,” Morris eagerly replied.
He lightly touched Angelina’s elbow to guide her away. “Ms. Navarro…if you’d kindly follow me, there’s a nice deli just down the way.”
“Don’t leave without me now, Emerson,” Angel said, looking back anxiously as she left with Morris.
“Not gonna happen, Angel,” he said reassuringly. “I promised… we’ll find Sela together. You can bank on it.”
“Jesus Christ, man, when you said you were bringing Holloway’s mistress, you could’ve warned me she’s a ten,” Henry said as they both watched her glide effortlessly away.
“Brother, I have no idea what to make of her. But I’ll tell you this…without her, we wouldn’t know anything of Fort Knox. She’s smarter than she looks, and she’s earned a right to be here. Frankly, I wasn’t in any position to refuse her help. So, what’ve you got from the old man?” Palmer asked, anxious to get to the point.
Jason spent the next few minutes bringing him up to speed on all he’d learned from General Blake Freeman on the mission. The chairman of the joint chiefs had agreed with the assessment that something was stirring at Fort Knox. But because of the national treasury on the base, and the immediacy of a pending attack, he didn’t believe there was enough time to deploy the cleaners. Instead, he ordered that both men would be charged with securing Conrad’s machine and the missing nuclear material, if and when it showed up. How they were to do this remained unclear.
While Freeman’s orders were specific about containment, he was equally insistent that they obtain verification on the efficacy of Conrad’s antigravity technology. The research conducted at Quantum was the reason Henry had been assigned to track Conrad’s progress all along. The DOD had designs on this technology and the joint chiefs were of one mind when it came to controlling it. Fort Knox provided the ideal environment to test the weapons capability of this exciting new device.
“So, let me get this straight. It’s just you and me on this deal? What about the base commander?” Palmer asked, eyebrows askance, astounded by their orders.
“Well…here’s where it gets dicey. The Fort Knox commander, Brigadier General Sam Hershey, has been fully apprised of the potential for a raid on the vault. After all, we have no hard evidence to substantiate the theory. But Freeman’s ordered that Hershey not interfere with deployment after they make it onto the base. He wants the machine to reach its full operating threshold.”
“What the hell does that mean? We’re gonna let them break into the vault?” Palmer asked incredulously.
“I don’t really know how far this will go. I said it was dicey. We’re going to play this by ear. Hershey’s reinforcements will be on alert and available to respond as needed,” he said, disbelieving his own words. He recognized that Emerson’s distrustful look matched his own misgivings.
“What about the hostages?” Palmer asked. “If we’re at the base, who’ll rescue them? My priority’s Dr. Coscarelli…I gave the senator my word, Jason.”
“Listen, I realize this won’t be easy to swallow, but we’ve got to let Morris handle the hostages.”
“No way.”
“I know…I know, I don’t like it any more than you,” he quickly added, cutting off Palmer’s protest. “But I don’t see any other alternative. If we attempt a rescue too soon, everyone could be killed… including Coscarelli and Conrad. It’s better for the hostages to deal with just one or two gunmen rather than the whole crew. That means we wait.”
He could tell from the disbelieving look on Palmer’s face that he wasn’t convinced; he needed assurances. “I’ll vouch for Morris,” he added. “He’s no gumshoe…he’s good. We leave him at Wildcat and trust he’ll know when to call for reinforcements. Once he sees the majority of their unit deploy, he’ll rescue the hostages,” Henry said, making a defensible case for splitting up their resources.
“Besides, if we lose Conrad, we lose the machine. If that happens, you’ll have more than the senator to worry about. Freeman will have our asses and both of us can forget about seeing the light of day ever again.”
“Okay…I know you’re right,” Palmer sighed. “It’s just…I’ve never been concerned with collateral damage. This could be bad. Heaven help us, Jason, if Morris isn’t as good as you claim,” he said, deeply bothered about trusting Sela’s life and that of her relatives to an unknown municipal cop.
“Trust me, Emerson…this will work out. I say we scope out the Wildcat operation and make a plan for how we play this. Once we know the lay of the land, it’ll be much clearer. Come on, buddy… buck up. This is just like the old days.”
“Not quite, Jason. In the crosshairs are civilians related to the chairman of the Senate Intelligence Committee. I’m fairly alarmed here, and I’ll tell you something else…Freeman sending us in blind doesn’t make sense. We’re supposed to watch this crew rip off Fort Knox without a coordinated response from the base commander? This is bullshit, Jason,” he said, shaking his head in disgust.
“I couldn’t agree more, my friend…but we’re under orders. Are you with me, or do I go in alone?”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Jason,” Palmer chastised, annoyed by the question. “Of course I’m with you. Have I ever let you down? Let’s get going. I want to see where the hostages are being held before dark. We’ve got a lot to accomplish before the day is out.”
“Now you sound like your old self, man,” Henry said, slapping his partner’s back. “Thank God you’re onboard.”
“Well, just remember…you talked me into this, Jason. When Senator Coscarelli charges me with willful negligence, you better have my back,” he said prophetically.
“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, Emerson. But if it does, yeah, I take full responsibility. You have my word.”
“It’s not your word I doubt, Jason. We’ve got too many hostages in harm’s way. This ain’t good.”
“I hear you, pard.”
The men saw Lieutenant Morris and Angelina making their way back to the baggage claim area. They each gathered their belongings and walked to meet them, both feeling ill-equipped to face what the next few hours would bring. Doubtless, their path ahead clearly promised to be one of the most intriguing and daunting missions they had ever undertaken.
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Wildcat Fish Farm
16:00 HOURS
Richard Kilmer and Rafie Nuzam were sitting at the Struffenegers’ massive dining room table, poring over the layout of the Fort Knox complex. The creases on their foreheads spoke volumes about the worry each of them had. Neither of the seasoned veterans was willing to voice what they both knew: The operation before them was suicide.
“Git ever’one assembled,” Kilmer said to Rafie. “We’ve only got seven hours before deployment. I want one last walk-through.”
“Right away,” Rafie replied, pushing back from the table.
Rafie found Colt outside with Emil helping cinch the tie-downs on the trailer. Metusack, Marlon, and Ventura were in an adjacent outbuilding checking the ordinance and personal gear needed on the mission; Farley was in back with the hostages; Mills was doing nothing but fretting. Everyone’s mood was somber. Rafie made contact with each man and told him to convene in the main house. The staging of the Fort Knox job was underway.
“Right oh, let’s walk it through one last time, mates,” Kilmer started when the men had assembled. “We leave at 23:00. Colt’ll be the first through the main gate,” he reiterated, and proceeded to call out each man’s position and duty.
He went through the entire foray, step by step, just as he’d done for the Livermore job and Quantum before that. When he completed a briefing, there was never a doubt about the timing of events or each man’s duty. Niggling uncertainties and doubts were addressed, and it was his style to gain consensus that the plan before them was the best available. From the looks on everyone’s faces, however, he could tell the men were dubious about their chances for success. His encouragement was needed more than ever.
“How do we know the mission hasn’t been compromised?” Ventura asked, voicing everyone’s concern. “The kid’s parents showing up makes me believe they’ve shared the location with someone. We could be walking into an ambush.”
“Conrad’s story makes sense,” Kilmer studiously replied. “If the cops knew anythin’, they’d already be here; no way they’d let ‘em show up alone.”
“What about the hostages?” Emil asked. “When I agreed to help Alastair, hostages weren’t a consideration. They know where they’re being held; my facility’s been identified. What’s the plan for that?”
“Unfortunately…there’s only one possibility,” Kilmer replied, steely-eyed. “No one planned to be in this pickle, but to be dead cert there’s no trail back to ya…the hostages are history.”
No one made a sound. The conviction in Kilmer’s voice was unmistakable. The hostages’ fate was inevitable. There was no other solution.
“So that’s Farley’s only purpose here, then?” Sully Metusack asked.
Sully, along with the rest of the team, knew of Farley’s reputation; he was a cold-blooded and remorseless killer, completely devoid of conscience. When he surfaced, everyone knew his presence didn’t bode well for the hostages. Sully remembered a time when Farley had adroitly extracted vital information from a recalcitrant hostage with only a pair of pliers. The man involved was especially reticent, but pliers applied to his fingertips finally produced enough pain to break his resistance. It was horrible to watch, and Sully wondered how anyone could remain so detached from the torturous screams. But as Kilmer had stated, none of them planned to take hostages when they signed on to the job. They hadn’t planned on Conrad’s hidden equations, or his stubbornness in cooperating with their operational demands.
Sully was especially regretful about the fate of the women; he’d grown fond of Dr. Coscarelli. But he had to admit that the hostages were an unacceptable liability.
“Afraid so,” Kilmer replied. “Farley’ll git the order as soon as Conrad does his thing. Their fate is sealed. Ya’ll never know they were here, Emil.”
Emil was standing apart from the group, in obvious discomfort. He wrung his hands and paced like a caged animal. “I don’t want to know any more about it,” he said. “Just promise me you’ll dispose of any evidence that my wife and children might find. This whole business is unseemly. Alastair and I will have words, Richard.”
“I’m dead cert ya will. Any more questions?” Kilmer asked. “If not…git some rest. We hit the base at midnight,” he repeated.
The men shuffled away from the meeting, taking up individual conversations as they went. The mood of the men had never been lower going into an operation. Everyone was filled with doubt, but they each realized it was too late to withdraw. The time had drawn nigh, the plan developed, and the steps to proceed put in motion. Time would tell if Holloway’s master plan would prevail.
An incredible disquiet embraced each of Kilmer’s team and most would vote to cancel the mission if it were possible. More than one reflected that the setting sun at Wildcat Farm could be the last they would ever see. It was now or never.
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David Morris drove from Louisville, following the GPS directions to Wildcat Catfish Farm. Agent Henry rode shotgun, with Palmer and Angelina in the back of the Ford Explorer. The highway signs to the catfish facility were numerous and in no time they closed in on the location. They all agreed this would be nothing more than a brief reconnaissance of the farm; what they found would determine how they would rescue the hostages.
As he drove, Morris spotted a Bass Pro Shop with easy access off the highway. The men quickly agreed Bass would be a suitable place to buy binoculars, camo gear, rifles, and enough ammo to carry out their mission. Each of the lawmen carried their individual sidearms, which airline security allowed with proper identification, but to prepare for an assault against a heavily guarded outpost would require more firepower than they had in their possession. Agent Henry was certain the Bass Pro Shop would carry everything they could possibly need.
As they approached the Wildcat Farm, the silo loomed high above the farm once again signaled their destination. The logo on the silo was unmistakable. The hostages were being held somewhere among the many buildings clustered near the center of this facility.
Observing the farm for the first time, the men identified several things that looked out of place. The first was a Peterbilt tractor-trailer transporting a large object completely covered by a green tarp. The second was a private tour bus with all of its windows tinted except for the windshield. These two vehicles seemed to herald that something out of the ordinary was taking place at Wildcat Farm.
Morris made a slow pass by the facility and Henry took as many digital pictures as he could snap in the thirty seconds it took to drive past the farm. Once they were completely out of sight of the buildings, Morris pulled to the side of the road. The time was almost 4:00 p.m. It seemed obvious they had found where the hostages were being held, but the only way to confirm this hunch was to wait for darkness. They decided to head back to the Bass Pro Shop to get supplies and draw a plan for how to rescue the hostages.
Agent Henry was looking at the digital pictures on his camera. He handed it back to Palmer, who was now on the side with an unobstructed view of the operation. “I’ve seen enough,” he said. “Here… take a few more as we drive by. Looks like a man with a Remington. 308 could cover the back side of the residence without any trouble.”
“We’ll need to know the exact position of the hostages,” Palmer replied. “But yeah, I agree, assuming we locate the hostages…this may not be too bad.”
“So…can one of you fill me in on the plan, then?” Morris asked.
Until this point, Morris had kept his thoughts and questions to himself. When he earlier proposed contacting the local police, he hadn’t received a forthright answer, but he knew when not to press the point. It was obvious Agent Henry was under orders not to involve the local police or he would have already done so. But as the time was getting late, he needed more information on what was about to go down.
“Dave, this has national security implications. I’m not at liberty to discuss anything in front of a civilian,” Henry replied.
“Sorry, ma’am,” he continued, turning to Angelina “but we’ll need to find a safe place to drop you off. It’s much too dangerous for you to go any further.”
Angelina turned toward Emerson, looking distraught. She hadn’t come this far to be summarily dismissed.
“I beg your pardon,” she said indignantly. “You wouldn’t be in a position to do anything if it weren’t for me,” she reminded them. “Emerson, you gave me your word that we’d find Sela together.”
Jason Henry turned in his seat, slightly irritated that he had to explain his decision. “Regardless of how you got here, ma’am, this is my operation and I won’t involve a civilian in a matter of national security.”
“Oh, please…spare me, Mr. Secret Agent,” Angelina mocked disrespectfully. “I’m so sick of men like you judging me stupid because of the way I look. I’m not an airhead, mister, and kindly ask that you not treat me like one.”
“Just what is it you think you can do, ma’am?” Henry retorted. “Do you mean to suggest you’re up for helping us raid the premises? Can you use a gun?”
Angelina exhaled sharply, exasperated by the condescension of Henry’s remarks. “Of course not! I don’t need a gun to disarm a man; I’m a diversion,” she replied crossly. “I guarantee that anyone who sees me for the first time will be caught off-guard, even for just a moment. If you guys are as skilled as you say, that should be all the time you need to take advantage of the time I can get you,” she explained, smiling sweetly.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Henry replied, irritated by Angelina’s temerity.
“Just a second, Jason,” Palmer interrupted. “She may be on to something. It’s clear from what you and I discussed earlier that Morris will be left defending the hostages when these guys take off. He’s one man against one or more guards in there. If Angel can give him even a moment’s advantage from a sniper location, he could benefit from the diversion she proposes. And she’s right…we wouldn’t be in this position if it weren’t for her. I say we go with it.”
Angelina smiled at Emerson, appreciative of his show of confidence.
“Whoa…slow down a minute, hoss” Morris said, trying to concentrate on driving while listening to the conversation. He looked baffled. “You’re leaving me behind to defend the hostages and my only backup is an unarmed woman?” he asked incredulously. “Sorry, ma’am…but that’s as crazy an idea as I’ve ever heard.”
“Listen to me…all of you,” Angelina said firmly. “All my life I’ve been treated like some bimbo. But men are such fools-they see someone like me and fall all over themselves. I’ve been using my looks to manipulate men to my advantage ever since I was a teenager. I’m the best asset you have for rescuing Sela and her family. The sooner you realize it, the sooner we get on with the job.”
Morris, Henry, and Palmer were dead silent. None of them dared risk further sparring with the feisty Miss Navarro. Henry especially hated to admit she was right about her capacity to create a diversion and he realized Morris was going to need all the help he could get. Begrudgingly, he decided to give in if Morris was comfortable with the situation. “What do say you, Dave?” Henry finally asked. “Can you make it work?”
“Actually…considering what I’m up against, she makes good sense,” Morris replied. “If she can draw attention off the hostages for just a moment it might be all the time I need to take out the guards.
It all depends on where the hostages are being held…but honestly, I think it’s worth a shot.”
“Finally…someone in this car is thinking with his big head,” Angelina said, slapping Emerson on the side of his thigh. “You won’t be disappointed, Lieutenant, I promise you.”
“I don’t doubt your resolve for a minute, ma’am,” Morris replied. “Now can you please fill me and my partner in on the rest of your plan, Jason?” he asked.
“Okay…this is what we’re up against,” Henry replied.
He reviewed all the information he was comfortable sharing: that the hostages were kidnapped as the result of an elaborate scheme to steal top secret research being conducted by Dr. Jarrod Conrad- research that had national defense implications; that the technology was to be used somehow at the Fort Knox Army base; and that he and Emerson were not to interfere until the machine was fully deployed. Further, the local authorities were not to be contacted and the hostages could only be rescued secondary to this primary objective. Their orders were top-secret from the highest level of military command, presumably in concert with the president.
“Ho-lee Jesus,” Morris said, his face turning ashen as he tried to grasp everything Agent Henry was sharing. Angelina slowly shook her head, too, mortified by the extent of Alastair’s appalling nature. Palmer merely looked relieved that the truth was finally out so they could cooperate with one another.
“Yeah…now you realize the full extent of my mission. Sorry to keep you in the dark all this time, Dave, but I was under orders. As it is, I’ll have to ask both of you to disavow everything you’ve just heard,” Henry said, expecting an affirmation from both Morris and Angelina.
“You have my word,” Morris replied.
“Mine, too,” Angelina chimed in.
“So where does that leave us, Jason?” Palmer asked.
Agent Henry ran through the list of objectives in his head and counted them down on his hand as he made the recitation. “Dave and Angel will cover the hostages. As soon as the balance of this crew mobilizes to Fort Knox, we follow them to the base. Assuming everything goes as planned, Dave will take out the guards and rescue the hostages after Angel’s diversion. Only then will he contact the local authorities…but he won’t divulge any information about Fort Knox, that’s Emerson’s and my responsibility. Then we all meet tomorrow morning for breakfast,” he added good-humoredly, needing one more task to use all the fingers on one hand.
“I’m stoked on the breakfast part,” Palmer joked.
“It’s a date, then,” Angel said, looking playfully at Emerson. “Don’t you stand me up now!”
“I wouldn’t think of it, my dear. But promise me one thing.”
“Anything, honey,” she said agreeably.
“Keep your pretty head down when the lead starts flying. Only when the shooting stops do you release Sela. Understand?”
“Whatever you say, honey,” she said, patting his hand after feeling the affection in his voice. “Whatever you say…”



SIXTY-THREE


Fort Knox, Kentucky
22:00 hours
Richard Kilmer’s team completed the final preparations for the Fort Knox incursion precisely on schedule. The men donned black battle fatigues and inventoried personal gear a final time. Few words were spoken; tension descended on them like a thick San Francisco fog. The mood had never been this somber preceding a mission, and the last hours of waiting had become interminable. With everything staged, they counted down the final minutes before mobilizing.
For this mission the team would be using customized personal defense weapons comprised of Heckler and Koch MP7s-fully automatic concealable machine pistols with sound suppressors that could fire 1,000 rounds per minute. The 4.6 X 30mm bullets were armorpiercing, with a range of 200 meters. The MP7 was an ideal close-quarters weapon that could spray bullets with awesome range and accuracy. Each of the men also carried a small backpack containing five forty-round clips; night-vision goggles and voice-activated radios completed their personal gear. They were well equipped for fighting the elite Army Rangers stationed just five miles from the depository.
Colt Hamil kept himself busy as usual with the vehicles. Both the Peterbilt tractor-trailer and Kenworth dump truck sat idling in the parking lot. Ever since arriving at Wildcat, Colt had spent the bulk of his time traveling the roads they would take to Fort Knox. He went to the base Visitor Control Center, run by military police, and located the Brandenburg Gate, the main access used for commercial vehicles and staffed 24/7 by MPs. He drove the distance between Struffeneger’s farm and the base several times to get a feel for landmarks or any complexities along the way. His reconnaissance proved the trip would take about forty minutes.
Colt was surprised to learn Fort Knox was an actual town; over 2,500 families called the base home. Typical of any community there were restaurants, shopping malls, a movie theater, a bank, schools, a hospital, and everything a normal suburban municipality would usually have. The Southern-style residential neighborhoods were comprised of small to mid-sized homes with postage-stamp lawns and porches gracefully shaded by large elm and maple trees, giving the area a hometown feel. Other areas of the base presented large three-story barracks, where the enlisted men were housed; each building closely connected to the Base Exchange, cafeteria, and a training facility. Everything appeared very orderly.
Colt also learned that Fort Knox was named after Henry Knox, the Continental Army’s chief of artillery during the Revolutionary War, who became the country’s first secretary of war. It was Colonel Knox who had conceived of and commanded the first artillery regiment that helped defeat the British with cannons his troops confiscated from Fort Ticonderoga following the Boston Massacre. Fort Knox ultimately became the training ground for the Army’s armored tank division and graduated legendary World War II tank commander General George Patton. Oversized statues of Colonel Knox and General Patton-with his trademark ivory-gripped. 45-caliber sidearm-prominently stood guard over the base headquarters.
Except for driving through town on Bullion Boulevard to access the depository, Colt didn’t think the transport would raise inordinate attention. If questions unexpectedly arose about the unusual hour of the transport, he would present the manifest for the classified load, and the visitor’s pass the MPs would issue at the Brandenburg Gate. Colt was confident with this part of the plan.
Before the team’s departure, the hostages were moved into the great room of Struffeneger’s house. Farley lashed four chairs back-to-back in the center of the room and each of the hostages except Jarrod was individually tied to a chair. Once the hostages were in place, he wound a length of sturdy rope around all four, binding them securely together; tape across their mouths nullified their persistent verbal protests.
When Ryan continued to struggle, Farley slugged him forcefully in the solar plexus, warning that continued resistance would be taken out on the women. To drive home his point, he violently slapped Sarah’s face, raising an ugly welt. Her muted scream pitched Ryan into an angry spasm. Farley’s perverse enjoyment of Sarah’s useless fight made it all the more demeaning.
Farley planned to hold the hostages until Kilmer confirmed they were no longer needed-presumably when Conrad had completed his part of the operation. Upon Kilmer’s command, the hostages would be taken outside and executed with a bullet in the head, their bodies later discarded in the fish ponds. Farley showed not a glint of remorse or hesitation about his responsibility. Rather, he kept his fiendish intentions in check, secretly waiting to be left alone with his quarry to satisfy his perverse pleasures.
With the hostages secured, as a final step Farley doused the lights to make it difficult for anyone to observe his actions. Under these conditions, he could guard the hostages alone without difficulty.
But unbeknownst to Stuart Farley, his every move was being closely scrutinized. Agent Henry and Lieutenant Morris were lying on a knoll overlooking the main quarters at Wildcat Fish Farm, closely watching the unfolding events from about one hundred yards away. The men painstakingly watched a tall, athletic-looking, bald man bring each of the hostages into the living room, restraining them in one of four chairs he had tied together. The equipment they purchased at Bass Pro Shop was perfect for this clandestine surveillance.
As Morris had predicated, Bass proved to have everything the men needed to rescue the hostages. He found a reliable bolt-action Winchester Model 70. 30–06, on which he mounted a Trident Pro night-vision scope. This was all the firepower needed to rescue the hostages. They also found ATN night-vision binoculars and Viper night-vision goggles. A couple of Motorola radios with Foxfire ear-wrap headsets rounded out the technical equipment the men needed. Finally they visited the clothing department and selected boots and camouflage clothes suitable for the conditions of their mission.
While Morris and Henry scoped out the back of the residence, Palmer and Angelina had remained near the front about 200 yards away. They sat in the Explorer, Palmer using a high-powered night-scope that brought every movement into high definition. He watched the men below conduct an orderly progression of tasks in preparation of leaving Wildcat Farm. The two semi-trucks were idling and their deployment seemed only moments away. Their increased activity spiked Palmer’s adrenaline. Things are about to get crazy; hunker down, Fort Knox…trouble’s coming.
“Looks like showtime,” Palmer whispered into his Foxfire voice-activated mic. “Have you got visual on the hostages?”
“We’re in a perfect location,” Henry replied. Morris was looking through the Trident night-scope on the rifle and relayed every move coming from inside the house. “Morris only sees one man guarding the hostages. There’s another with him…but he’s decked out in commando gear, and it looks like he’s giving final instructions. The good news…it seems we’ve only got one guard to deal with.”
“Excellent,” Palmer whispered. “Time to rendezvous; these guys are ready to roll.” Palmer and Henry were planning to meet at the Explorer and needed to vacate soon after the men departed.
“Ten-four…on my way,” Henry replied.
“Remind Morris about the timing. Precisely ten minutes after the trucks leave the yard, Angel begins the diversion. She’s got my watch and a radio but she’ll be out of contact after making her move,” Palmer reminded him.
“Affirmative. Morris will be awaiting her move ten minutes after the trucks roll. See you in five…”
Richard Kilmer escorted Dr. Conrad out of the house with his hands still tied behind his back and tape drawn across his mouth. The night air was chilly and the sky was clear. He noticed the thin sliver of a crescent moon but it wasn’t an issue like it was during the Livermore job; when the Army Rangers were activated, they would have the same night-vision capability the team was using. The months of planning and preparation finally over, a peculiar calm surrounded Kilmer, but all his senses were sharpened by the prospect of the coming battle.
Colt loosened the tarp on the trailer covering the antigravity machine and Marlon, Ventura, Mills, Metusack, and Kilmer scrambled underneath. Rafie assisted Dr. Conrad onto the trailer and then helped Colt re-tie the tarp. Both men were dressed in Army fatigues for entering the base, Rafie’s uniform sporting his officer’s rank of major. It was almost midnight when Colt climbed into the semi and slowly inched the truck out of the Wildcat parking lot, followed closely by Struffeneger and Starkovich. The Fort Knox operation was underway.
As the truck began to pick up speed, an unanticipated problem struck Kilmer. The men hidden in the trailer would be exposed if the MPs decided to check the load. The possibility was remote because the transfer manifest was stamped Classified: Top Secret, which would normally preclude anyone from inspecting the transport. But if Conrad did somehow draw the MPs’ attention, their hiding place could be compromised.
“Here’s a worry, Professor. Ya’ll need to play passum when we git to the base. If the MPs go berko, it’s lights out for yer gal,” he explained. He was looking at Conrad through his night goggles, and the professor was squirming uncomfortably on the rigid steel bed of the trailer. “If we’re bagged and Farley doesn’t hear from me, yer rellies are history. Nod if ya git me.”
Jarrod couldn’t see anything and felt a stifling suffocation sear his lungs, the tape covering his mouth restricting his breathing, but he managed to indicate his understanding.
Jarrod was unprepared for this point in the abduction. He needed to figure a way to stop Kilmer and save the hostages at the same time. With Ryan and Sarah also held captive, this seemed impossible. He lay in the dark, feeling the vibration of the truck through the bed of the trailer, and racked his brain for a plan. Hope was not lost, but it was clearly at a premium. If ever I need divine inspiration, this is it, Jarrod thought. What would Amerigo do? Come on, Nono…give me a sign.



SIXTY-FOUR


West Point, Kentucky
23:30 HOURS
A ghostly quiet seized the home at Wildcat Farm when Richard Kilmer and his men finally took their leave. A terrible foreboding filled each of the hostages as they wondered what their fate would be. Ryan sat in the dark room, imagining that the rest of his family was surely just as terrified as he was. Never had he felt so defenseless-bound, gagged, and at the mercy of a man who was unquestionably a psychopath. The odds of getting out of this jam alive were extremely remote. Ryan had never prayed more fervently for a miracle.
Ryan’s eyes were fully dilated, having adapted to the minimal light filtering in from the outside lights, but no matter how hard he tried he couldn’t locate Farley or determine what he was up to. Sitting amongst his family, wondering what was next in store, he heard Farley’s voice from somewhere in the darkened room say one of the most alarming things he’d ever heard.
“Since you’ll all be dead soon…what d’ya say we have some fun?”
Ryan cocked his head to locate Farley but couldn’t make out where he was. Then he heard the muted sounds of Sarah struggling and of tearing fabric. Farley had cut the cloth of her shirt, ripping it down to the rope secured across her abdomen. Then he put the knife underneath the clasp on the front of her bra and cut it through.
“Nice tits, lady,” Farley said silkily, admiring her bare breasts through the night-vision goggles he wore. He caressed one of her nipples as she indignantly struggled. “Wow…for an old broad, you’ve still got the goods.”
Hearing Sarah’s torment renewed Ryan’s futile struggle to break loose. The rope holding him was much too strong, and the weight of all four people kept him seated. Sweat poured off Ryan’s brow as he strained mightily to tear loose.
Farley walked over to Ryan and forced his head back, grabbing a handful of hair. “Relax, Cochise. You’ll get your turn. I’m saving you for last. You get the added treat of listening to your family endure my unique talents. Now tell me…isn’t that an inviting thought?”
Pausing only briefly, Farley continued. “You surprise me, Marshall. I can tell by the look in your eyes that I’ve frightened you. You’re not really so naive to think we’d let you all go?”
“Mmmph,” Ryan mumbled through the tape, valiantly struggling to mount a defense. Farley retaliated with a stinging blow across the bridge of Ryan’s nose that exploded in a stream of blood.
Farley looked disgustedly at the blood dripping from Ryan’s chin onto his shirt. “Balls. Now look what you made me do. I didn’t want any blood…but too late for that,” he said dispassionately. “Now sit still and behave…I’ve got work to do.”
Farley stepped back to survey his choices, “Let’s see…who gets to be first? Eenie…meenie…miney…mo,” he played in a sing-song voice, relishing the fearful look on the faces of his subjects. He enjoyed the psychological torment this infantile game caused-each secretly hoping against being chosen, but daring not wish the coming pain on the others. “Okay, since I don’t see any volunteers, I think I’ll start with…the youngest,” he said after a theatrical pause.
He rounded quickly on Jer and cut open his shirt with a deft flick of his knife, ripping it past his shoulders to expose a bare chest. Jer didn’t struggle but panicked from the suddenness of being first chosen, his imagination in overdrive from what would happen next. Nothing could prepare him for the horror to come. Farley used a welder’s striker to ignite a small propane torch and an eerie blue light permeated the room.
“Well…let’s see what this will do,” Farley began. “I’ve tried to come up with something fun that won’t cause any blood-letting-it’s really messy and hard to clean up, you know. Yet I wanted something that would inflict a maximum amount of pain. Fire fits the bill, don’t you think? It’s not messy, and except for the nasty stench of burning flesh, isn’t too hard to manage. And look, I found a branding tool in the barn that I think will serve quite nicely,” he said, holding it out, sounding much like he was merely prepping to brand livestock.
He set the propane torch on the table and placed the branding tool directly in the blue flame. In just moments the iron brand started to glow as it drew in the heat and began to look like a small cat, obviously meant to resemble the wildcat mascot for the University of Kentucky. As Farley heated the brand, the hostages stirred uncomfortably, infuriated by what this man was preparing to do. No one dared believe he would actually brand Jer’s bare chest.
He kept the brand in the flame until it was glowing cherry red. “Almost there,” he said, bringing it close so Jer could feel the heat radiating against his face.
“Damn, I bet that’s gonna hurt,” Farley teased. The sadistic look in his eyes was unmistakable, made more so through the goggles he wore and the eerie, dull light from the brand.
“Why so serious, son? Oh, I’m sorry…I can’t hear you. Have you got something to say?” he asked, ruthlessly ripping the tape off Jer’s mouth.
“Jesus, mister, please don’t burn me,” Jer pleaded. “We’ve done everything you’ve asked. You’ve got Uncle Jarrod and you’ll all be rich. Please, Jesus, don’t hurt my folks.”
“ Pleeaassee…Jessuss…don’t hurt my folks,” Farley taunted in a nasal, high-pitched voice. “Sorry, son, it’s not that easy. You see…this is how I get my rocks off. I love inflicting pain,” he said calmly, changing to his regular voice.
“Once, I beat a man’s toes off with a ball-ping hammer,” he said with a malicious grin. “Now that was fun, but much too messy for tonight. The guy actually shit himself…can you believe that? Another time I used a portable drill on a gook chick just to see what a three-sixteenth drill bit through each of her joints would be like. That was messy, too…but delightfully painful. She was a tough ol’ broad, though…she made it all the way to a new ear hole before passing out on me.”
Farley had returned to the torch and was again heating the brand to a bright cherry red color. “Tonight, however, I want to know what it’s like to brand a person. But don’t worry, son, you’ll get it over with the quickest. It’s your mother and auntie I’m really looking forward to. No telling what’ll happen when this hot brand sears their nipples,” he wondered aloud, just as nonchalantly as if he were preparing a barbecue.
“You bastard,” Jer yelled. “Don’t you dare hurt my mother! I’ll hunt you in hell!”
“ You baastarrd,” Farley taunted again in his nasally voice. He came toward Jer with the branding iron, now glowing brighter than before.
“No…no…please…no…aaaghhh!” Jer screamed as the hot brand pressed down on the center of his bare chest. A nauseating acrid smoke curled from the burning flesh and everyone but Farley began to retch. The sizzling sound of the hot iron burning through skin and muscle magnified the torturous cruelty. Finally Jer’s scream abated but only when the brand was mercifully withdrawn. His head slumped forward and he continued to softly moan in agony.
“Shit, howdy, boy…you took that better than I thought. God damned! Okay, who’s next?” Farley asked unfazed, as if nothing at all had taken place.
“Get in there…now! ” Morris urgently radioed to Angelina, knowing that she was standing ready. He could see through the night-scope that Farley was torturing the young man with a hot poker, and even though ten minutes had not elapsed, there was no time to waste.
“I heard the scream; I’m on my way,” Angel replied. “Be ready.”
“Remember…don’t stand in front of the door,” Morris reminded, but there was no reply. Angel had dropped the radio and was running to the front door of the house.
Morris drew a bead on the gunman, but had no clear shot through the plate glass slider. The target was standing either directly in front of the hostages, where the bullet would hit them upon exiting his body, or on the opposite side, where their presence obstructed a good shot. He hoped that Angelina could divert his attention just long enough to get off a kill shot.
There came a sharp knock on the door as Angel said, “Hello, Mr. Struffeneger…is everything okay? I heard shouting.”
Farley froze in his tracks at the sound of an unexpected voice. A Southern- sounding female was calling through the door, demanding his attention. The knocking persisted. He had no way to measure the seriousness of this threat. He’d been assured that no one was left on the premises, and his own cursory inspection showed no evidence of anyone. How could a woman have heard the scream?
“Help,” Jer moaned as loud as he could manage, still reeling from the searing pain left by the terrible brand. The burn was so intense that he should have passed out, but he continued yelling to draw attention from whoever was outside the house.
“Shut up. You hear me?” Farley fumed. “Or I’ll shoot you where you sit.”
He moved cautiously toward the front door, wondering what to expect. There was no way he missed anyone outside. With no other living quarters or hired hands on site, Farley quickly determined that someone must surely have followed the Marshalls. He swung around, drew his Glock, and began firing into the door. Whoever was standing behind it was dead.
This was all the opening needed by Morris. Farley had stepped beyond the hostages and given him a clear shot without background interference. He hoped to heaven Angelina had stayed clear of the door or she was now a casualty. He trained the crosshairs of the Nighthawk scope on the back of Farley’s head and squeezed the trigger.
All hell broke loose. The bullet slammed into the plate glass slider, which exploded with a roar into a thousand shards of glass. The path of the bullet slightly deflected as it penetrated the glass, but hit the gunman along the side of his neck, spinning him around. Morris rapidly ejected the spent cartridge and jacked another in the chamber. He steadied the sights on the biggest part of the man’s torso and sent a second round into the house.
Farley, meanwhile, was firing wildly through the wide opening, hoping to hit the shooter. As he did so, the second bullet found its mark, hitting him center mass in the middle of the sternum, cutting his heart in half. He dropped his hands, staggering forward, but momentarily remaining upright.
Morris repeated his action and pumped a third shot from the Winchester. 30–06 into the man’s forehead. The bullet tore through his skull, blowing his brains and the back of his head all over the room.
Stuart Farley was dead. Ryan heard him crash to the floor and could see by the absence of his shadow that he was no longer moving. The propane flame still cast an eerie blue light throughout the room, but the only sound now was the subdued hiss of the torch. Somehow the rescue he prayed for had miraculously come to pass. Ryan was overwhelmed with a tremendous sense of relief.
Within seconds of Farley hitting the floor, Angelina rushed into the room off the back porch and through the broken glass. She groped for a switch and turned on the lights. The light exposed a grizzly scene that momentarily gave her pause. She steadied herself, looking past the carnage of the nearly headless man and moved quickly to Sela’s aid. She began by carefully pulling the tape off Sela’s mouth.
“Oh, my God, Sela. I’m so sorry…are you okay?” she asked, fumbling with the rope, not knowing how to get her untied.
Sela was awestruck, too stunned to comprehend everything that had taken place in the past few minutes. She was trembling with nervous energy and her voice quavered. “I…I’m…o…okay now,” she said. “I ca…can’t believe it…you found me. You really did it, Angel. You…saved us. I’ve never been so happy to see anyone in my life.”
“It wasn’t just me…I had help. There’s a policeman out there that’s been tracking you for a long time. He’ll be here any minute. Here, let me help you,” Angel said, moving to Sarah, pulling her shirt up to cover her exposed breasts. She carefully removed the tape from Sarah’s mouth and then moved to Jer.
“Oh, my poor baby, look what he’s done to you…how dreadful. It’ll be okay, sweetheart; we’ll get you help real soon.”
As Angelina was tending to Jer, Morris came rushing into the room. He was carrying his rifle, still wearing the night-vision goggles that were perched precariously on the crown of his head.
“Folks, I’m Lieutenant David Morris from Palo Alto Police,” he started, laying the gun carefully against the hearth. “Let me see if I can get you out of these ropes.” He drew a Swiss Army knife from his pocket and skillfully cut through the rope, using great care as he worked. With the rope severed, he unwound the full length, freeing the hostages.
“Which of you is Mrs. Marshall?” he asked, looking to Sarah and Sela.
“I am,” Sarah replied shakily.
“We’ve been trading phone messages for a few days now, ma’am. I’m honored to meet you, but regret I couldn’t prevent your son’s injury…we’ll get the medics here right away. Angel, please call 911. Ask for paramedics and police at Wildcat Farm,” Morris ordered.
“I’m on it, Dave. Get the young man over to the couch. This burn looks ghastly,” she said, grimacing, caressing Jer’s face before she moved toward the kitchen in search of a phone.
“Mr. Marshall…I’m pleased to meet you too, sir,” Morris said, jerking the tape quickly off Ryan’s mouth. “You’re one pain-in-my-ass slippery hombre. I don’t know how you two made it this far…but my hat’s off to both of you. Your parents are one-of-a-kind, kid,” he said, looking over to Jer. “I’ve never seen two more determined people in my life. They obviously love you very much.”
“Don’t be concerned with me…get my wife and Sela untied,” Ryan urged. He was stunned by Morris’s arrival, but incredibly grateful he somehow figured out where they were being held.
“How…how did you find us?” Sarah asked hesitantly, her voice shallow, unable to shake the trauma of hearing Jer’s hideous ordeal.
“Ma’am, you’ve only to thank the young lady over there on the phone,” he said, nodding his head toward Angelina. “Angel pieced it all together; she’s the one who unlocked the riddle. Had it not been for her, we wouldn’t have arrived in time. She’s deserves all the credit for your rescue.”
“It’s not over, Lieutenant,” Ryan said urgently. He and Morris lifted Jer and were walking him awkwardly toward the sofa. “We’ve got to go after these guys… now. They’ve got Jarrod. They’ll kill him once he activates the gravity machine.”
“Relax…it’s okay now,” Morris replied. “There are two special agents tailing him to Fort Knox as we speak. They won’t get away with anything…trust me.”
“No, you don’t understand…listen to me,” Ryan demanded, carefully laying Jer down. “Jarrod’s gonna pull something; I guarantee it. He’ll stop at nothing to bring these guys down, even if it costs his life. You don’t know his resolve. This has sparked his revenge like you can’t believe.”
“ Ryan, listen to the officer,” Sela forcefully interrupted, grabbing his arm. “You’ve done enough. Let the authorities take it from here. These men are breaking into Fort Knox for-cryin’-out-loud. They won’t get away with this. Now, please…your only priority is Jer.”
Jer lifted his head from the pillow, attempting to sit up. “Go get him, Pop,” he said weakly. “Uncle Jarrod needs you. He sacrificed himself to save the rest of us. We can’t leave him out there alone.”
“I can’t allow that, sir,” Morris ordered, taking charge of the matter. “Listen to reason…you and Mrs. Marshall have been a tremendous asset, but your lawlessness has run its course. You’ll go to the hospital with your son, or I’ll have no problem placing you under arrest.”
Ryan walked over and calmly picked up the Glock still lying beside Farley. He made an obvious show of sticking the gun in his belt, and then let his hands drop to his side. “Do what you gotta do, Lieutenant. I’ve come too far to give up now. If you knew the history behind this mess, you’d understand why I have to go after Jarrod. Unfortunately, I don’t have the time to explain. I’d like your help but I’ll continue alone if we can’t agree.”
“I’d do what he asks, Lieutenant,” Sarah chimed in. “I’ve seen him like this before and there’s no changing his mind. We owe Jarrod everything. With Angel’s help, Sela and I can take care of Jer. Now, both of you get going… please,” she insisted.
“Judas priest,” Morris said, throwing his hands in the air, totally exasperated.
From the clenched jaw and steely look, Morris could tell Ryan Marshall’s unwavering tenacity was far beyond anything he could reason with. The man wouldn’t be merely cajoled into giving up this foolish quest. In all his years of law enforcement he’d never encountered a more stubborn family. He couldn’t believe he was actually giving in to their demands. But everything he’d gone through in the past few days with these folks told him there was no use arguing. The only way to even marginally control Marshall’s actions was to accompany him. God Almighty…I’m going to have some explaining to do.
Morris inhaled slowly and then sighed. “All right…you win, Marshall. But we’ll do it my way. Understand? Jesus…I can’t believe I’m giving in to this.”
“Thanks, Lieutenant. You won’t regret this.”
“I already do,” he said, dismayed.
“Sarah, Sela, take care of Jer,” Ryan said, turning his attention to his family. “Son, I’ve never been more proud of anyone in my life. You have the courage of a lion…it’s beyond anything I could ever imagine. I’ll see you soon, okay? And, Angel, your name perfectly suits you. You’ve been my family’s salvation.”
“You’re much too kind, Mr. Marshall, but dare I say…times a-wastin’,” Angel replied. Her hands were on her hips and she spoke with authority. “Well, don’t just stand there yammering…go find our guys. Emerson and Jason need your help. You boys be careful now,” she said earnestly.
Ryan hugged Sela and moved to Sarah. They embraced tightly and Sarah whispered, “Don’t you leave me now, mister. I’m counting on you to see the rest of this through without me.”
“Just take care of our son, sweetheart. I’ll be back with Jarrod by sunrise. I love you, Sarah,” he said, and lightly kissed her lips, stroking her back lightly.
“I love you too, Ryan.”
“Let’s get going. They’ve got about a thirty-minute head start,” Morris stated, and the two men disappeared into the night to rescue Jarrod Conrad.
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SIXTY-FIVE


Fort Knox
Midnight
Colt Hamil’s drive from Wildcat Farm to the Brandenburg Gate at Fort Knox proved to be uneventful, as he had anticipated. Struffeneger and Starkovich had followed Colt from a safe distance, stopping several miles out to await deployment of the gravity machine before entering the premises. The op so far was according to plan.
It was just past midnight when Colt eased the Peterbilt up to the main gate, an imposing cantilever steel structure controlled by two military policemen within a sturdy guardhouse adjacent to the gate. The compact hut contained a glut of video surveillance directly linked to the base command center. No one could pass on to the base without proper identification; only then would the electronic lock keeping the gate in place be deactivated. As Colt came to a stop, a lanky MP carrying a clipboard emerged from the guardhouse to assess the situation.
“Good morning, sir,” the MP said, recognizing Colt’s master sergeant rank. “Can I see your manifest, sir? It’s an odd time for a delivery, isn’t it?” he questioned, glancing at the fully covered transport.
Rafie took charge, using his rank to limit the MP’s questioning. “Corporal, we’ve got a classified transport here. We’ve traveled nonstop since leaving San Francisco yesterday. Our orders are to deliver this shipment post-haste without interruption or delay. The time of our arrival is irrelevant.”
The MP shined his light through the cab of the Peterbilt and saw he was being addressed by an officer. Holy shit, a major’s in the truck? What the hell! “ My apology, sir,” he said, snapping his arm to a crisp salute while coming to attention.
Perfectly played, Rafie thought. The MP is off-balance. “At ease, Corporal. As I’m sure you’ll discover from the manifest, General Hershey is expecting this delivery. We’re hauling top-secret equipment; certainly you understand the importance of getting us through without further delay.”
“Yes, sir, just let me check the manifest against the log and…”
Rafie cut him off again. “Maybe you didn’t hear me clearly, Corporal. The manifest is self-evident. There will be nothing on the log about this delivery. Again, this is classified…not something that will make the log. Now if we’re delayed further, I’ll be forced to wake General Hershey. Do you really want that?” he asked, pausing to let the question sink in. “Think it through, Corporal.”
The other MP was growing curious and had come out of the guard shack when he recognized his partner was addressing an officer. He began slowly walking to the rear of the semi. Colt wasn’t expecting to leave the truck, but if they didn’t get through the gate soon, more invasive action would be necessary.
“It’s okay, Charlie,” the first MP yelled to his partner. “Open the gate. This load’s cleared…issue a pass.”
“Good decision, Corporal,” Rafie said. “When I report to General Hershey, I’ll mention that your performance was textbook. I also appreciate your thoroughness.”
“Can you tell us what you’re hauling, sir?” the MP asked inquisitively.
“You know better than that, Corporal…even if I knew, I couldn’t tell you. As I said, it’s classified-most likely something to further safeguard the depository. But for your sake, I advise you not to mention it.”
The MP handed the manifest back to Colt and the Brandenburg Gate slowly opened. He steered the truck carefully through and steadily accelerated. Their next and final stop was the Fort Knox depository.
Kilmer and his men had remained deathly still throughout the delay at the gate. Everyone’s apprehension was peaking, but no one made a sound, including Jarrod. Kilmer pressed his gun to Conrad’s temple and was pleased the normally contrary professor kept still throughout the gate inspection. When the truck started moving again, everyone breathed a little easier.
As Colt drove, he could see the unmistakable sign of the depository ahead in the distance. There was nothing obstructing the massive ivory-colored granite edifice, which was fully illuminated to enhance surveillance. Decades ago the thick stand of maple trees surrounding the edifice had been removed in favor of an unobstructed view surrounding the compound. At night the two-story perfectly square building stood out against the night sky like a giant Akoya pearl on black velvet. As he drew nearer the depository, he could see the four corner-post guard towers that marked the outer perimeter of the compound. In the seventy-five years since the depository had been constructed, there had never been an attempt to steal its treasures. That unbroken record would change in the next thirty minutes-the mundane guardianship of $100 billion worth of gold bullion would never again be the same.
Colt pulled the Peterbilt next to an electrical pole about 300 yards from the depository. This distance was predicted to be the minimum necessary to safely avoid detection from the security cameras. He locked the air brakes and shut down the diesel engine, which signaled the men in back to activate.
Wasting no time waiting for Colt and Rafie to release them, Ventura used his Ghost Ryder Buck knife to cut through the tarp. He was already wearing pole-climbing spurs and hurried to the electrical pole to begin connecting the power. As he did so, Kilmer finished cutting the opening and everyone scrambled out. Sully was first to hit the ground and worked in earnest with Colt to pull the heavy plastic tarp off the load. In only minutes, the antigravity machine was completely uncovered and Sully was hauling the electrical cable from the device to Ventura. Every move was precise as clockwork.
Rafie assisted Jarrod Conrad, whose hands were still bound, off the trailer. “Good oh, Professor…make tracks,” Kilmer said, shoving Jarrod roughly toward the fold-out ladder on the back of the trailer. “It’s on yer head if ya see yer rellies again. No bullshit…use yer loaf and ya just might save yer bum.”
Turning, he called, “Mills! Blimey, what’s the holdup? Git yer arse in gear.” Mills was carrying Conrad’s all-important laptop computer and hurried to power up the computers to bring everything online.
Ye…ye…yessir, right away,” he replied meekly. Mills was completely out of his element; his hands were shaking and he was wriggling like a small child about to pee his pants. He sensed Kilmer wouldn’t hesitate to cut his throat when he had finally served his purpose.
Jarrod was amazed by the efficiency of Kilmer’s men. They had only arrived moments before and already a man was connecting the overhead power lines to a drop cable that ran directly into the antigravity device. Mills began elevating the focal array as self-leveling outriggers balanced the trailer. Under normal circumstances he would be excited to see what his machine could do, but his only thought now was how to bring it down. Time was running out-this was the moment of truth.
Agent Jason Henry and Emerson Palmer were in close pursuit of the convoy but stayed a safe distance back to avoid being identified as a tail. When the Kenworth dump truck slowed and parked about two miles from the base entrance, they passed it by, determined to stay close to the antigravity machine and the twenty pounds of plutonium it contained.
Their mission was clear: General Blake Freeman had ordered them to allow full activation of the machine, but to take charge before the depository was breached. Supposedly, they would be joined in opposing the assault by the base security, which included the Army Third Cavalry with their M-1 Abrams Tank Brigade. Without direct communication from the base, they still had no idea how this would be accomplished. Their experience as cleaners, however, dictated they follow Freeman’s orders and trust that the base commander would intercede at the right time.
Henry drove on fast approach to the delivery gate that only a moment before had admitted the Peterbilt carrying Dr. Conrad and his antigravity machine. The MPs judged his vehicle’s excessive speed and screeching halt at the gate as a hostile act. The first guard stepped from the guardhouse with weapon drawn. There was no mistaking from the man’s combative look that he was ready for a battle.
“Put your hands on the dash where I can see them,” the guard shouted, pointing the gun steadily at Henry with both hands. As he covered the driver, the second MP took a position behind the vehicle to cover the two occupants from the rear.
Henry was infuriated by the delay. He hadn’t expected a confrontation with the guards, but recognized that the time of night and the way he approached the gate gave the MP little latitude in response. “Corporal, I’m with the DOD,” Henry urgently bellowed through the closed window. “We have an emergency! The depository is under attack by the truck that just passed through…there’s no time to spare.”
The first MP never blinked or wavered; he continued pointing his sidearm at Henry, ready to act upon any false move. “Sir, I advise you…keep your hands visible. The base commander is aware of the training exercise. We have no knowledge of DOD intervention.”
“Jesus Christ, man…call your superiors! I’m not fucking around. The vault will be under attack in minutes…it’s no exercise. We don’t have time for this bullshit.”
“Charlie, call Captain Yates,” the first MP yelled to his partner. “See if he knows anything about DOD attending the training exercise.”
“Okay, sir, I’m going to open your door. I want you alone to step out of the car. Your passenger will keep his hands on the dash. If he moves an inch, I’ll be forced to shoot. Are we clear?”
“Understood, Corporal…but you’re making a big mistake. Let me get my ID and we can clear this up.”
“One thing at a time, sir. When you exit the car, place your hands on the back of your head.”
Henry obeyed the MP’s instruction. Once outside the vehicle, the MP frisked him and promptly confiscated his weapon.
“Show me an ID, sir,” he said, taking a giant stride back.
Henry slowly reached inside his coat pocket and withdrew a leather bi-fold containing his badge and DOD identification. He presented it to the corporal for closer inspection.
“Charlie…we’ve got Special Agent Jason Henry from DOD… what the hell’s going on?” he asked with a look of embarrassment on his face. He handed back the ID and gun, realizing he’d made a serious mistake detaining the agent.
“I’m terribly sorry, Agent Henry,” Sergeant Charlie Kolbe said as he walked from the guard shack. “Captain Yates cleared these men; in fact, they are part of the exercise. We apologize for the inconvenience, sir.”
“Inconvenience, my ass, Sergeant. The next time someone shows up at your gate claiming to be DOD, give them the benefit of the doubt before shaking them down. Now open the goddamned gate!”
“Right away, sir.”
“There’s a second truck coming,” Henry warned. “That one you’ll stop at all costs. It’s a big dump truck hauling a skip loader. They do not get through, understand? Now, call the base commander. Tell him the mission is going down right now. Get everyone out there… move!”
“Yes, sir…we’re on it, sir.”
The Brandenburg Gate to Fort Knox opened for the second time, admitting Agent Henry and Emerson Palmer to the base. They sped past the guardhouse in hot pursuit of Dr. Conrad, not knowing what to expect. Henry took small consolation in knowing that whatever lay ahead would finally bring an end to his maddening effort to solve this case. Who would have ever believed the trail that began at the Quantum Building in Stanford only days before would lead to Fort Knox? This one’ll be analyzed for years to come…



SIXTY-SIX


Ryan Marshall raced with David Morris from the Wildcat compound for the Explorer parked a short distance beyond Struffeneger’s house. Everything was moving too fast for Ryan to grasp. Being held captive, listening to the harrowing sound of Jeremiah being tortured, and then the surprise rescue had pushed the limits of his endurance. Never a person prone to histrionics, this was definitely one time when his coping skills were stretched beyond their limit. As they ran, it seemed as if he were in someone else’s body.
“I’ll drive,” Morris said, indicating with an outstretched hand for Ryan to yield his keys to the Explorer.
“Gladly,” Ryan replied.
Morris recognized that Ryan was shaking. The tremble in Ryan’s hand as he handed over the keys confirmed that the ordeal of captivity had overloaded his bloodstream with adrenaline; nervous energy was coursing through his body.
“Deep, slow breaths,” Morris instructed, trying to help Ryan quell the shakes. Ryan forced himself to relax but it took several minutes before the shaking began to subside and he could speak coherently.
Morris drove from the Wildcat compound like a man possessed, speeding after Conrad’s kidnappers. As they drove, Ryan began explaining in detail his decision to confront Jarrod about being implicated for the Quantum break-in. He disclosed the years of utter hatred the two men shared and their single-minded obsession to destroy one another; how when they finally met head-on in Stanford, years of enmity seemed to miraculously dissipate; that when Jer was kidnapped, he felt his only alternative was to remain a fugitive and pursue the kidnappers; that Sarah had joined him and with Jarrod’s help they were able to track these men to Kentucky; and how their rescue attempt had failed, resulting in their own capture. Now, with full awareness of all that Jarrod had sacrificed to save his family left him no choice but to follow his cousin to Fort Knox.
When Ryan relived the telling of his story, he could hardly believe he was speaking about his own actions. Had he stopped to consider any one of these decisions before carrying them out, he couldn’t have succeeded. But using blind faith and unremitting determination had helped him prevail. Why stop now?
“You are one crazy son-of-a-gun, Mr. Marshall,” Morris said, listening quietly to Ryan’s narrative of the past few days. “For having no law enforcement experience, no backup, and no real plan…I’d say you and your wife did quite well for yourselves. You’re a very lucky man.”
“Do you have any idea who’s behind this, Lieutenant?” Ryan asked when Morris seemed to have run out of questions.
“Well, according to Angelina, Sela Coscarelli was kidnapped by her former boss and boyfriend, Alastair Holloway. He’s some big-time oil baron worth billions and is somehow connected to your cousin’s partner, the late Dr. Niles Penburton, who was killed at Stanford two days ago. It seems Penburton was in cahoots with Holloway to steal your cousin’s research. But the whole elaborate plan, from Quantum to Livermore to Fort Knox, seems to have been masterminded and financed by Holloway. The men doing his bidding are merely mercenaries. We’ll know for sure when Holloway’s picked up.”
He paused momentarily and cleared his throat. Ryan handed him an unopened bottle of water.
“Thanks,” Morris said, taking a long drink to quench his thirst. “Anyway, the two men ahead of us formerly worked together for the CIA,” he continued. “They’re the real pros here tonight. They decided not to alert the local police, or pick up Holloway, until after tonight’s operation had commenced. They don’t want to chance tipping him off. He’s so well connected that if he flees the country it would take us months, if not years, to track him down. We believe he’s waiting for news of tonight’s operation at his estate in Hilton Head. He’ll be picked up first thing this morning.”
“Whew,” Ryan said, blowing softly through pursed lips, a grim look on his face. “It’s hard to imagine the advanced planning they did. So you think this Holloway actually set out to implicate me from the very start, using my hatred toward Jarrod as motivation? And he vandalized my tower crane to provoke me…fully expecting my response? Unbelievable,” he said with a sigh.
“That’s what it looks like, Mr. Marshall. But what Holloway didn’t figure was just how clever your cousin is. Hiding a secret component integral to operating his machine was a stroke of genius…and it changed everything.”
“It won’t be the first time someone underestimated Jarrod,” Ryan said wryly. “I’ve never known anyone to come out on the winning end challenging his intellect. He’ll let you know it, too. He can really piss a guy off. But right now, I’m damned proud of him.”
Morris nodded his head, agreeing with Ryan’s sentiment. “We’re pretty sure the man who kidnapped your son from Conrad’s house that night was actually there to murder you both. Fortunately, before it happened, they discovered they still needed Conrad alive and the plans abruptly changed. Jer’s abduction was mere coincidence, probably because the man inadvertently stumbled on to the private detective who was tailing him from New Mexico. It seems Sela was the real leverage to compel Conrad’s cooperation. It’s all speculative, of course…but that’s as good as we can piece together so far.”
“Incredible…”
“But all the inside information-from making you the fall guy, to breaking into Quantum, to kidnapping Sela-could only have come from Penburton. We’re certain about that. Holloway then canceled his ticket to cover his tracks. We’ve had a hell-ov-a-time piecing everything together.”
“I’m just amazed,” Ryan said, flummoxed by Morris’s accounting of what law enforcement had uncovered. How could anyone ever conceive of something so elaborate and believe they could actually pull it off?
At that moment, Morris recognized they were fast approaching the Kenworth hauling the skip loader. It was parked on the side of the road. Before he overtook them he slowed but passed without stopping, observing there were two men in the cab of the truck. He needed to make a hasty decision: Should he continue to the Army base or divert his attention to this unit? This unit was obviously waiting for the first group to complete their objective and would later arrive to haul out something, most likely gold, with this equipment.
The road ahead took a slight bend as he drove past the Kenworth. They were out of sight. Morris pulled to the side of the road and parked.
“Why are we stopping?” Ryan protested.
“Mr. Marshall, I remind you…I said we’d do this my way. Let’s see what these guys are up to…”
Jeremiah Marshall couldn’t have been in better hands. Even though the pain from the horrendous burn was excruciating, he enjoyed being pampered by three women in the aftermath of their shared ordeal. He curiously watched the striking woman he knew only as Angel indelicately throw a small rug over Farley, covering what remained of his splattered head. She stepped carefully next to the blood pooling in a large perimeter beneath his slain body to accurately make the toss, an odd mixture of disgust and satisfaction on her face.
Sarah never left his side, and as they awaited arrival of the police and paramedics, they listened to Sela’s call to Alfonse, who they knew would be eager for news of the rescue.
“Dad, it’s Sela…we’re all safe. Jer’s been injured but he’s going to be fine,” she said, waiting for a response from her father.
There was no immediate reply while Alfonse Coscarelli struggled to make sense of what he’d just heard. It was past midnight, and he awoke from a fitful sleep feeling confused. Is this a dream? Is it really Sela? What’s going on?
“Dad…it’s Sela…are you alright?” she asked, growing concerned.
“Oh, my gracious, yes…I’m fine, sweetheart. It’s just the phone startled me. I’m a little groggy. What’s happened?” he asked, sounding more like himself.
“We’re someplace in Kentucky. Jer’s been hurt but he’ll survive… paramedics are on the way. Sarah and I just wanted you to know we’ve been rescued. It’s over, Dad. We’re all together; we’re going to be alright.”
“Oh praise God; great news,” Alfonse said breathing a sigh of relief. The revelation that his family was out of harm’s way was slowly settling in, a reassuring calm transforming his troubled demeanor. “What’s happened to Jer?”
“We can discuss this later, Dad. It’s a long, story but he’ll survive. I just wanted you to know we’re all safe and that I love you.
“Okay, sweetheart, call me back as soon as you know something more about Jer. Tell him I love him, too. Call me back…” he urgently reiterated.
“I will, Pop…we all love you,” Sela said again, hanging up the phone just as the paramedics came through the door.
“Hurry, over here,” Sarah ordered as the medics immediately went to work on Jer’s hideous burn. Then she silently prayed: Keep Ryan and Jarrod safe. Deliver them from evil.
Lieutenant David Morris faced an unwelcome dilemma. He shut off the ignition to the Lincoln Navigator some distance beyond two of the men about to raid Fort Knox. The discussions between Agent Henry and Emerson Palmer had never considered the possibility of the men they trailed splitting their forces. They also weren’t expecting him and Marshall to show up at Fort Knox. But now it appeared he had an unprecedented opportunity to waylay the perpetrators’ strategy and drastically alter their mission. He guessed his biggest problem would be handling Ryan Marshall, who was expecting to proceed to Fort Knox without delay.
Morris’s concern was short-lived. Ryan was furious the second the car’s ignition shut down.
“Get out of the car,” Ryan said, pointing Farley’s 9-mm Glock at Morris. There was no mistaking his deadly earnest tone.
“What the hell are you doing?” Morris asked. His jaw dropped, taken aback by Ryan’s reaction.
“I told you, Lieutenant that I’m going after my cousin. I don’t have time to screw around. If you have other ideas, I can’t stop you… but I’m leaving with or without you,” Ryan said, quickly grabbing the electronic key fob that controlled the vehicle’s ignition.
“Whoa! Calm down, hoss…you don’t want to be doing this. You’re in enough trouble; don’t add another obstruction charge to your list of infractions. For chrissake, man, think about what you’re doing,” Morris steadily coaxed, hoping to talk sense into the man.
“I know the trouble I’ve caused, Lieutenant, but this is the end game. There’s no way I give up the fight now. I told you, Jarrod’s my priority. I don’t expect you to understand…it’s a matter of honor. Jarrod’s put himself in harm’s way for my family. I’ll be damned before I’m stuck on the side of this road while he’s in there alone. Now…get out of the car! Don’t make me repeat myself,” Ryan said, pointing the gun at Morris’s head to emphasize his demand.
Sitting in the pale moonlight filtering through the car, Morris felt frustration that knew no bounds. With a scowl and a cantankerous sigh, he turned and heaved forward his small satchel of gear from the back seat. Then he cautiously stepped from the car, trying not to avert his eyes from Ryan. He could see from Ryan’s rigid posture that he meant what he said. The man has principles, I’ll grant him that.
Morris hastily summarized his options. His choices were limited: Attempting to take Ryan’s gun would risk getting shot; a shootout once outside the vehicle would likely alert the perpetrators in the Kenworth, eliminating the element of surprise, which was unacceptable. His only reasonable choice was to let Ryan go and attempt arresting these guys after he’d gone. In the bigger scheme of things he knew the dump truck was his priority. “Christ, man, you’re making a big mistake. Don’t do this,” he urged.
Ryan shrugged, deflecting Morris’s well-meant advice-as wise and sincere as it might be, he knew he couldn’t take heed. “The last few days have been full of well-meaning people telling me I’m making a mistake, Lieutenant. But I’ve somehow survived, following only my hunches, listening to only my intuition. I’m running on raw instinct, relying on what my heart directs me to do. It’s not in my nature to quit,” Ryan explained, cognizant that time was slipping away.
He took a deep breath and continued, fully committed to his course of action. “I realize I’m going to jail when this is all over, but I’ll do it on my terms with a clear conscience that I spared nothing that could have saved my family…even if it costs my life. If you were in my shoes, maybe you’d understand. Shoot me if you must…but I’m leaving. Good luck, David,” he said conclusively.
Ryan slid into the driver’s seat, started the car, and slowly drove away, leaving Morris standing alone on the side of the road. He didn’t have a clue where his determination came from; there seemed to be an untapped reservoir of strength within him, granting immeasurable courage, blind faith, and mystical protection from danger. It was like a metaphysical force pushed him inexorably forward, breaking down barriers, smashing obstacles that blocked his way. Jarrod had sacrificed himself to identify Jer’s kidnappers. It was time to repay that debt and reunite his family. Ryan felt an unrecognizable power coursing through his body; destiny lay ahead. I can’t let Jarrod down.
Morris stood on the side of the road, gun drawn, watching as the Navigator’s taillights slowly receded. Good luck, you crazy son-of-a-bitch, he thought. You’re on your own, Mr. Marshall.
But somehow he didn’t figure luck had anything to do with Marshall’s fate. Ryan’s tenacity and perseverance were immeasurable. Never had he encountered anyone with such stubborn and unwavering determination. He secretly admired the Marshalls and hoped whatever they had going for them would last a while longer. I hope I’m not attending a funeral when this is all over, he mused.
Morris’s only priority now was to get to the men in the Kenworth and impede their progress. He imagined they were awaiting a signal that the coast was clear before advancing their mission.
Morris opened the satchel and put on the night-vision goggles. The Foxfire mic would be useless from this range but he hooked it up anyway. He grabbed a couple of ammo clips and stuffed them in his back pockets for easy access. Starting out he climbed a barbed-wire fence to allow making a wide circle back to the truck. He covered the distance in just a few minutes.
When he arrived, Morris could hear the low rumble of the diesel engine still idling, but noticed that only the driver was still inside. The passenger had exited the vehicle and was standing inside the bed of the truck. He looked to be positioning a sniper rifle on top of the cab. Hell’s bells, not a moment too soon.
Morris gave the truck a wide berth and slinked back across the barbed wire fence, coming at it from the rear. Protocol dictated he take out the sniper first and then handle the driver. If done in reverse, he chanced drawing deadly fire from the sniper. He thought about simply shooting the tires from the darkened field, but this tactic would risk setting both men free, making them increasingly difficult to apprehend. Sniper first.
He moved cautiously, creeping steadily toward the back of the truck, hoping to surprise the sniper before he could retaliate.
“Police officer! Hold it right there, mister,” Morris shouted, stepping sprightly onto the bumper at the back of the truck, but keeping the thick steel tailgate between him and the sniper. “One twitch and I’ll shoot you where you stand.”
The sniper froze, completely caught off-guard, assessing his next move.
“Tell your partner to exit the truck with his hands over his head,” Morris barked, realizing it would be impossible for him to cover both men from his position. “If either of you makes a false move, I won’t hesitate to shoot.”
“Easy, mister,” Tom Starkovich replied. “I don’t want any trouble, but I’ve got a strict timetable…if we don’t respond on schedule, some hostages will be eliminated.”
“Yes, I know all about your man back at Wildcat and the hostages. Unfortunately for him, he’s missing his head and the police are on their way,” Morris said smugly. “Now if you’ll slowly put your hands on your head and back away from the rifle, we’ll step down…real easy like.”
The man in Morris’s sights reluctantly complied, placing his hands on his head, keeping his back exposed. He yelled to his partner, “Emil, we’ve got problems. Step out of the truck. There’s a man holding a gun on me. He wants your hands visible…do as he says.”
Morris heard the truck door open but the next few seconds compressed as if the laws of time and space were suspended. Everything happened instantaneously. As the driver stepped from the truck, the shooter took a quick step back and swung around, firing a barrage of bullets from a compact automatic weapon concealed on the front of his black vest. Morris ducked instinctively behind the protective steel gate but kept his hand over the top and blindly returned the man’s fire.
At the same time the driver exited the cab and began shouting, “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot! I’m unarmed.”
Morris knew he’d hit the sniper, but it didn’t seem to stop him. There was no way he could have missed him firing six shots into the tight confines of the dump truck. And then it dawned on him: He’s wearing a vest. He heard the man’s spent clip hit the steel bed of the truck and another snap into place. Morris retreated, taking cover underneath the truck, and waited for the man to climb down. Lying flat on his stomach, he looked around, but he’d lost sight of the driver. There was no way to verify the man’s claim to be unarmed. One thing at a time…concentrate!
He fired off two well-aimed shots into the front tires, which audibly wheezed as the truck slumped to the ground. Having immobilized the truck gave Morris more leverage over the shooter, still hidden up top inside the dump bed. “Give it up, mister. You’re trapped. You can’t get past me. Let’s be reasonable,” he urged, buying time and calculating the possibilities.
“Can’t do it, sir,” Starkovich replied. “There’s too much depending on my unit.”
Morris picked up two important details from the man’s response. First, his comportment suggested he was military-trained and therefore a professional. And second, judging from the strain in the man’s voice, he could tell the shooter had been hit. I’ve got the advantage.
“Whatever your mission, it’s over,” Morris said. “You’ve been hit; I can hear it in your voice. I’ve been tracking you guys since the Quantum job. You’re done…give it up.”
“Sorry, sir, I’ve got to take this all the way. It’s just you against two of us and I’ve got the high ground.”
“That may be, but reinforcements are on the way,” Morris lied, buying time. “You can’t win.”
“We’ll see about that, sir.”
Damnit! Where’s the other guy?



SIXTY-SEVEN


Fort Knox Depository
Everything was in place: Terry Ventura completed the overhead electrical connection and the antigravity machine was ready to power up; Mills had the computers running and the microwave dish was extended and focused on the closest perimeter guard tower; the initiation sequence was the last step to complete. On Kilmer’s order, Mills began turning the large orange dial and the nuclear core started spinning inside the generator housing. Jarrod Conrad had only to enable the flow of gravitrons with his laptop equations. History was about to be made.
“Righto, yer on, Professor,” Kilmer said, roughly grabbing Jarrod’s arm and forcefully dragging him toward the control console. “No bullshit! Ya squib out, and yer rellies are dead.”
“I know, Chief,” Jarrod scoffed, unable to simply acquiesce to Kilmer’s insufferable bullying. “I promised to cooperate…that’s my intention.”
Then Jarrod raised his eyebrows, looking excited. “Actually, I’m just as interested as anyone to see if the antigravity generator you boys fashioned will handle the load. As I’ve said, there’s no empirical evidence to support how the machine will respond. We could be signing a death warrant for everyone within fifty miles of this base.”
“Whatever, wisearse…git yer bum to work,” Kilmer said, figuring this was Conrad’s last-ditch effort to drag his feet. He grabbed Conrad by the collar, speaking loudly over the din of the machine. “Just like we planned-first, blast the fencin’ to cripple the guard towers. Then clock the buildin’. Give it all she’s got…flatten everythin’. When ya spot the dumper, clear a path to the vault. If the bludger won’t open, keep blastin’ ’til she does. Git me, Professor?”
“Perfectly. Now leave me be…” Jarrod replied, brushing back Kilmer’s grip and stepping onto the ladder. You bet your ass we’re clear. Wait ’til he gets a load of what’s coming…
Jarrod arrived at the console and waited for Mills to vacate the seat. As he did so, Rafie Nuzam whispered something in his ear. It sounded like: “Do as you’re told…don’t worry…help is on the way.”
Jarrod paused, looking quizzical, unsure if he’d heard right. This man had never once shown any reticence to carrying out Kilmer’s demands. How was it that he would now be offering encouragement? Jarrod figured he must surely have mistaken his comment. But as he opened his mouth to question what the man said, Rafie placed a surreptitious finger to his lips, warning against further discussion.
“Do your job now, Professor. Don’t hold anything back,” Rafie said loudly with an indiscernible wink.
Jarrod was more confused than ever. He could have sworn the man said ‘help is on the way’… but he’s still encouraging me to do all I can with the machine?
Jarrod sat behind the console and began surveying the multiple dials and technical information spewing from the computer’s sequencing mechanism. The focal array and actuating arm on the dish were pointed squarely at the closest guard tower. With a few minor calculations he was about to send a stream of gravitrons and tons of gravitational force down upon the men in this tower. The lives of Sela and Ryan’s family were at stake-he had only one choice. God help me. I’ll make Kilmer pay for this.
Mills had linked the laptop containing the proprietary equations into the main computer. Conrad began tuning the orange and green dials, adjusting the spin and the electrical throughput to the nuclear core. When he did so, the core cycles began spinning faster and the same audible low-pitched hum indicated gravitrons were beginning to flow. He turned the main dial incrementally, increasing the intensity while at the same time keeping a steady eye on the central monitor. This showed that the beam of gravitrons was focused squarely at the guard tower.
Suddenly, a flurry of activity erupted from the towers-sparks flew, lasers randomly cut across the landscape, and staccato machinegun fire spit lead in random directions. The vaunted Fort Knox surveillance system was under attack. The depository was brilliantly illuminated with millions of lumens of bright light, hidden sensors programmatically scanning for the source of the breach.
As previously planned, when the first guard tower had been decimated, Jarrod now expanded the aperture of the device so the wave of positive gravitrons would pressurize the entire front of the complex. A few mathematical adjustments later and Jarrod turned up the intensity to three-quarter throttle, the beam refocusing, resulting in an even bigger response.
The outcome was staggering: Dozens of hidden landmines and gun emplacements were activated by the increased gravitational pressure. The landmines exploded in a magnificent shower of energy. The area around the depository was still lit, and shrieking high-decibel sirens pierced the night air. There was no doubt the depository was under heavy attack.
“Stark, mobilize…I repeat, mobilize…” Kilmer said, giving the command for the transport team to advance. “The op’s goin’ down now…confirm.”
There was a long, unexpected pause. It was uncharacteristic of Starkovich not to immediately confirm the message. “Stark, confirm, goddamnit…mobilize yer arse now!”
“No joy…I repeat, no joy. I’m pinned down, Boss,” came Stark’s unwelcome response.
Kilmer felt like he’d been hit by a sledgehammer. He couldn’t believe his ears. No joy was their code for being under heavy fire, trapped, or unable to respond as planned. His forces were cut off; the mission was blown. More troubling was the deadly realization that even with an immediate evacuation, there was no way to outrun a heavily armed assault in the Peterbilt. They were sitting ducks. Fuckin’ Holloway. We’re dead.
Ryan Marshall was speeding toward the Fort Knox security gate in sheer panic. He feared he was too late-the invasion had already begun. The sky ahead was ablaze with showers of multicolored explosions reminiscent of an Independence Day fireworks display.
He bolted out of the vehicle, rushing to the guardhouse, giving every appearance of a man who had lost his mind.
A startled MP stepped from the guardhouse and held Ryan at gunpoint. The guards couldn’t fathom yet another demand for entry so close on the heels of the past two incidents; the top-secret delivery and then the DOD agents were clearly enough excitement for one night. They were in no mood for Ryan’s reckless frontal assault, irrespective of whatever role he might have in the exercise.
“Stop or I’ll shoot!” the MP ordered, having drawn his weapon to assess this latest threat.
“Listen to me!” Ryan screamed. “The base is under attack! The men you just let through have a machine to steal the gold,” he ranted. “This isn’t a joke…you’ve got to believe me. There’s no time…come with me, please…see for yourself, ” he pleaded.
The MP didn’t budge or hesitate. He kept his weapon aimed steadily at Ryan’s chest. “It’s a training exercise, sir. We know all about it. A major brought the load through. General Hershey authorized the whole thing. I don’t know what you’re trying to pull, but you won’t get past this gate,” he announced, looking like he had every intention of stopping Ryan regardless of the amount of force necessary.
Ryan’s behavior became more troublesome for the MP. He continued acting irrationally, screeching, waving his arms, and pacing in front of the gate despite having a Rugar covering him the entire time. “Listen to me…it’s not a training exercise! It’s an attack…we’ve got to get in there right now!”
“Sir, stop! Put your hands on the vehicle,” the first MP shouted, keeping his weapon trained on Ryan while his partner cautiously approached, dangling a set of handcuffs.
As soon as the MP put a hand on Ryan’s wrist, he spun around, grabbing the Glock from under his shirt, and put it forcefully to the young man’s head.
“I am not joking around here, boys,” he said, measurably calmer, having gained some leverage over the situation. “Now open the gate. I’ve come too far to get stopped now. Follow me if you want, but I’m going through.” Ryan marched closer toward the first MP, holding the Glock to his partner’s temple. “Open the gate!”
David Morris lay underneath the Kenworth, waiting expectantly for the injured man to step down. He rolled over on his back to facilitate scanning the area; by tipping his head back, he could see more easily in all directions. He figured the man inside the dump bed couldn’t get past, but his partner could easily shoot him where he lay. His only alternative was to lie flat, keeping a low profile. His heart was pounding; the tension was palpable. He had no backup and couldn’t call for reinforcements. How the hell did I get in this predicament?
“You’re out of time, mister,” Morris shouted. “Give yourself up… I’ve got all night. No need to die out here,” he said, doing his best to encourage surrender.
There was no response. The night was calm; there wasn’t a breath of wind. The only sound rustling came from thousands of cicadas, their melodious buzzing resonating through the open fields. The truck above Morris shuttered slightly under the shooter’s footsteps. It sounded like he might be slithering over the side, bracing to jump down and commence another assault. Morris steeled himself for this possibility, keeping his attention on the back of the truck. Then it sounded more like the man was climbing on top of the cab; he moved his head back and forth, hoping to detect the man’s position.
Automatic gunfire rang out, disturbing the otherwise tranquil evening. When it stopped, the cicadas were also deathly silent. Dust from bullets hitting the dry ground permeated the air. The man was indeed standing atop the cab of the truck and had fired along both sides, hoping to disorient Morris, believing this tactic would hasten his escape. While the gunfire was clearly unnerving, Morris kept his composure, undeterred by the man’s desperate attempt to flush him from beneath the truck. Then he heard one of the most shocking and unexpected statements imaginable.
“Stop! Enough already!” a man’s voice vigorously yelled. Morris presumed he was the same man who had earlier fled from the truck. He had professed to be unarmed, which now indeed seemed to be the case.
“Emil, get back. This is none of your affair. If you want to see your family again…do as you’re told,” Starkovich ordered. Morris could once again hear the strain in the man’s voice.
“No! I’m done with this,” Emil replied. “When Alastair promised to cancel the debt I owe him, I never thought my help included accessory to murder. I’m drawing the line…you can’t keep killing people.”
Morris recognized that the diversion was his opportunity to act. He figured the shooter was focused briefly on his partner. If he acted swiftly, he might regain the upper hand. He rolled over to the opposite side of the truck from where Emil was standing.
He jumped up behind the shooter, leveling his weapon. “It’s over, mister,” he shouted. “You’re covered…drop the gun and put your hands behind your head. Don’t make this any worse.”
Unfortunately, Tom Starkovich chose not to go down without a fight. He moved surprisingly fast even though a bullet had torn through his left knee in the previous gun battle. Stark spun on his good leg, strafing automatic fire in a wide arc across his body. It was his last desperate act, unable to get turned far enough to bring the deadly fire upon his foe.
Morris was unflinching, prepared for the shooter to defend his position. He knew a shot to the chest was useless; the protective Kevlar vest was impenetrable. His only choice was a head shot. He squeezed off one shot, hitting Starkovich in the temple as he continued to turn, the impact force causing him to flip over backward onto the ground. He landed awkwardly, his neck snapping from his full weight falling forcefully on his head.
Morris now pointed his weapon at Emil, who stood with his hands high above his head. “Don’t move and keep your hands up,” he ordered, moving cautiously toward the slain man on the ground.
“Yes, sir,” Emil replied, holding his hands steady. “I’ve never been so glad to see anyone in my life.”
Morris moved warily toward the slain gunman, holding his weapon with both hands as he approached. He kicked aside the automatic weapon and reached down to unzip the Velcro patch on the vest holding his pistol. He glanced at the man’s face and could tell he was dead from the severe head wound. To be sure, he felt for the carotid pulse to confirm his impression. Nothing. The man was gone.
“Put both hands on your head,” Morris said, now focusing back on Emil. He advanced toward the man and handcuffed his left wrist, attaching the free cuff to the door handle of the truck. Only then did he re-holster his weapon to consider his next move.
“This is a sorry mess we have here, mister. I don’t know what your involvement’s been, but there’s going to be hell to pay.”
“I’m not part of this, Officer,” Emil tried to explain.
“Shut up. You have the right to remain silent,” he said irascibly, reciting the rest of his Miranda rights before adding, “I don’t want to hear another word.”
Morris dialed 911. “Dispatch, this is Lieutenant David Morris from the Palo Alto Police in California.” He listened patiently while the dispatch officer confirmed his statement. “That’s correct…I need immediate assistance. I’m on Route 13 just outside Fort Knox. I have a prisoner in custody, and another dead at the scene. We’ll need the coroner.”
When the call was over and help was on the way, Morris felt himself begin to relax for the first time since he’d arrived at the Louisville airport. His sense of relief was somewhat blunted by having missed arresting the men responsible for the theft at Stanford. He took comfort, however, that he had at least helped thwart the master plan-a plan that set him on this course four days before.
My God, has it only been that long? he thought. It seems like Quantum was an eternity ago. He hung his head, trying to make sense of it all. What some people will do for money…



SIXTY-EIGHT


Fort Knox
Agent Jason Henry and Emerson Palmer were holding steady a few hundred yards from where the Peterbilt tractor-trailer was positioned. They had front row seats when Conrad set his antigravity machine in motion, completely spellbound by the awesome manifestation of the new technology in action.
As they watched, Henry trained the night-scope on the trailer and for a moment he thought he’d lost his mind. He rubbed his eyes and took a second look at the man shadowing Conrad inside the Plexiglas control module. His first impulse of skepticism quickly turned to incredulity. No way. It couldn’t be, he thought. What the hell would he be doing here?
“Emerson, take a look at the guy standing next to Conrad. Who does he look like?” Henry asked, handing him the spotter’s scope. He couldn’t be certain given the distance, but the man in question resembled a fellow cleaner.
“Sweet Jesus! That’s Major Nuzam!” Palmer exclaimed. “What in tarnation is Rafie doing here?”
“Beats me,” Henry replied. “I thought he looked like Rafie. I’ll be damned…Freeman’s got a cleaner on the inside we didn’t know about.”
“You have got to be shittin’ me!” Emerson said, irked they were just now learning of vital operational information. “This setup stinks. It reminds me why I hate that son-of-a-bitch. We could’ve killed Rafie… and I’ll bet my last bullet he doesn’t know we’re out here, either.”
“Okay, ease down,” Henry coolly replied. While he agreed with Emerson’s sentiment about General Freeman, this was no time to rehash past misguided operations. “I agree this stinks, but as far as I’m concerned our job just got a lot easier knowing Rafie’s up front. I’ll bet anything his orders are to protect Conrad. That gives us way more latitude.”
“How so?” Palmer asked, peering through the scope, trying to determine Rafie’s role in the operation.
“If I’m right and Rafie’s there to protect Conrad, we can concentrate exclusively on the machine,” Henry replied. “Easy peezy, buddy.”
Henry started the car, preparing to advance their position. It was time to engage. “I’ve seen enough. To hell with Freeman…the machine works just fine. Let’s shut this down before someone gets hurt.”
Henry looked at Palmer with a Cheshire grin. “And I’ll tell you something else…I’ll stake you anything Morris has waylaid the Kenworth. These guys have no backup. We’ve got ’em… Rafie needs to know he’s got allies watching his back. He’s gonna be surprised to see us, too, pard’,” he said with delight.
As Henry was about to pull onto the roadway, a glance in his side mirror gave him a start and he slammed on the brake. Approaching at high speed was another vehicle. It was moving too fast to be the Kenworth. He figured base security was sending its first counterforce to investigate happenings at the depository. His speculation was short-lived, however, when the Lincoln Navigator came barreling by, making a beeline for the Peterbilt.
“What in the world?” Henry asked. “Who the hell would that be? Isn’t that one of the vehicles from the fish farm?”
“It is indeed,” Palmer replied. “Well, that’s some good news…it appears your Lieutenant Morris was as good as you claimed. But on the downside, it also looks like he’s lost control of one of the hostages,” he chuckled. “What’s your bet Marshall’s driving that car?”
Henry stomped on the gas and their vehicle spun gravel as he entered the roadway in fast pursuit of the Navigator. “Given Marshall’s unmanageability up to now, I wouldn’t dare take a bet against him. How he got past the MPs is a story worth hearing I’d wager, though. Christ…the guy never quits!”
Jarrod Conrad recognized from Kilmer’s body language that he’d just received unexpected news. He’d lost his swagger, and from the noticeable droop in his shoulders there was no doubt something had gone terribly wrong. It was time to make his move. It’s now or never.
“Mister, I don’t know what your game is,” Jarrod said, looking back toward Rafie, who was peering over his shoulder, “but I suggest you get as far away from this rig as possible.”
“Don’t, Professor,” Rafie yelled, lunging at Conrad, who was just entering some new command at the control consol. A red warning light began flashing and the antigravity machine shuddered.
Rafie’s admonition came too late. Jarrod had keyed his secret code to scram the machine. He called it the F-13 kill switch, an override that immediately shut down the machine in case of an unexpected malfunction. Jarrod had devised the code as a protective feature more than anything else. Because the machine used fissionable material in the generator’s core, the F-13 command could be used to bring it to an abrupt halt.
The problem with activating the scram switch was that it was another untested application of his technology; there was no research to support what would happen when the generator was immediately shut down. Gravitrons that were already flowing from the generator would need to be dissipated. If the flow was summarily disrupted, the reasonable speculation was they would implode back into the nuclear core. If this conclusion was correct, the gravitrons would cause the nuclear material to begin fusing, generating tremendous surplus energy. Uncontrolled nuclear fusion could precipitate a thermonuclear event. If that worst case came to pass, everyone near the generator was in peril.
“Too late, mister…get out now before the machine implodes,” he ordered.
A powerful vibration coming from the ground gave both men pause. Jarrod couldn’t be sure if the vibration was the result of the generator scram, or if the gravitrons were already backing up. Either way, it wasn’t a good sign.
“Move, Professor, you’re done here!” Rafie yelled, grabbing him by the collar and jerking him to his feet. “Jesus, what have you done?”
As Jarrod emerged from the command module, he couldn’t believe his eyes. The vibration wasn’t coming from the generator at all. Rather, a sortie of M1 Abrams tanks was rumbling on fast approach toward the depository. The roar of the M1 Honeywell aircraft engines propelled the sixty-ton tanks with incredible speed and precision. It was an ambush. Base Commander Brigadier General Sam Hershey had secretly deployed the Fort Knox 3rd Cavalry Tank Regiment to defend the Treasury Depository. Kilmer’s siege was over; his men were sitting ducks.
The scene unfolding before them was surrealistic. Sirens continued a relentless blaring and the night sky seemed brighter than a football stadium under lights. The hulking but agile tanks surrounded the perimeter of the depository within minutes of their arrival. With infrared night-vision, unparalleled firepower, and a top speed of thirty-five miles an hour, anything threatening the security of the vault was about to bear the brunt of the M1’s considerable resistance. The $7-million price of each tank made it an invincible adversary.
Jarrod saw one tank split off and quickly bear down on their location. The Abrams tank fired a 120-mm missile with a deafening roar, hitting the electrical pole adjacent to the Peterbilt. The direct hit from the cannon knocked out the power to the antigravity generator in a single blow. All hell was breaking loose below their feet.
Kilmer’s men used their automatic weapons to no avail. Lacking Army personnel to shoot, they directed their futile resistance at the tank, but the M1’s steel-encased depleted uranium mesh armor was impervious to their bullets. The tank’s gunner laid down suppressive fire with the onboard. 50mm-caliber machine-gun keeping the bullets low and focused at the wheels of the Peterbilt. It was rendered immobile in seconds, while the generator atop the trailer remained intact and unharmed.
Kilmer and Ventura recognized what was happening and hastily jumped onto the trailer, dodging the tank’s lethal strafing fire. Mills and Marlon were not as fortunate. Mills had been taking cover behind the tandem wheels of the trailer and the. 50mm rounds cut him in half. He never felt a thing. Marlon, too, made a bad choice. Rather than hop on the trailer, he chose to run and a round caught his upper left thigh, ripping the leg from his body. He lay about fifty yards from the trailer, his screams of agony barely discernable above the commotion of battle. Colt and Sully recognized the danger and fell face down, the bullets whizzing closely over their heads.
God have mercy, Jarrod thought. He was trembling from fear. While the heavy machine gun fire was unsettling, his greater concern was the state of the gravity machine. The trailer on which he stood was violently vibrating, much more than when the tanks first appeared. He looked at the microwave dish but saw that the waves of gravitrons were no longer spewing toward the depository. The generator housing containing the plutonium rocked back and forth, the bolts staining to keep it mounted to the trailer. The excess gravitrons predictably fought to reseat themselves within their previous physical construct. The nuclear core was being heavily bombarded.
“We’ve got to warn these people to get away,” Jarrod screamed over the relentless sirens. He grabbed Rafie’s arm. “It’s beginning to implode. If it reaches critical mass, it’ll go nuclear. Tell everyone to move back!”
“We stay right here, Professor,” Rafie yelled back, gripping Jarrod’s wrist. “The tank’s gunner is watching our every move. You’re an infrared object…the safest place is on this trailer. If she blows, she blows. Nothing we can do about it now,” he retorted authoritatively.
From the front of the trailer, Kilmer looked past Rafie to the two vehicles fast-approaching their position. Even with his night goggles he couldn’t make them out at first but didn’t imagine they would help his cause. When he finally did recognize the Navigator, he realized it had come from Wildcat and was most likely responsible for cutting off Starkovich. “Bag that piker,” he said, triggering a volley of lead from his automatic machine pistol. “I want the prick dead.”
Ryan Marshall had the Lincoln traveling 100 miles per hour, driving toward a destination he couldn’t begin to fathom. Everything on the horizon was either lit up, exploding, or on fire. Suddenly a wicked pain creased his shoulder as if he’d been stung by a hornet. Another sting swiped his neck; then another parted his scalp. It was then he noticed the bullet holes peppering his windshield. He set the speed control to keep driving forward and instinctively slumped behind the dash. He could barely make out the road ahead anyway, blinded by the intense searchlights coming from the depository. His entire focus was to stay the course until he reached the Peterbilt or die trying, whichever came first.
His progress measurably slowed when a stray bullet pierced the radiator, disabling the engine. A cursory peek above the dash showed the Peterbilt just a few hundred yards straight ahead. He figured momentum alone would carry him the remaining distance. Go, you dog…go!
The Lincoln Navigator remained steadily ahead of Henry and Palmer as they tried to overtake Marshall advancing to the scene. Emerson couldn’t be sure, but it looked like the vehicle had been hit; wisps of steam were curling from beneath the chassis.
“Stop the car, Jason,” Palmer yelled. “Shut off the lights.”
“It won’t matter, Emerson, they’re all wearing night goggles,” Henry argued.
“Just do it; now!”
Henry came to a screeching halt in the center of the road and Palmer jumped from the car with the night-scope. Henry then realized that the headlights would overamplify the night-vision, disrupting Emerson’s view. Stupid.
“Okay, there’re four men on the trailer. Man, it’s rocking hard… looks to blow any moment,” Palmer reported. “Rafie’s standing apart from the other two. There’re shooting at Marshall’s car. You’re right about Rafie…he’s covering the professor. There may be others I can’t locate. But we’re out of time…we’ve got to engage right now.”
Palmer grabbed the second Winchester 30.06 the men had bought from the Bass Pro Shop. He steadied the rifle on the open door of the car. Concentrating on the men near the back of the trailer, he took a deep breath and squeezed the trigger. The bullet missed the mark. Damn, no time to adjust these sights.
Richard Kilmer heard the bullet zing past and knew counter-forces were drawing closer. His final priority was Jarrod Conrad. No way he makes it out alive.
“Rafie… move,” Kilmer yelled, pointing the gun in his direction. “I want Conrad dead!” When Rafie didn’t immediately respond, he roared, “Ya gone berko? Move yer arse…hear me?”
A second bullet came from nowhere, hitting Kilmer in the stomach just below his Kevlar vest, doubling him over. He knew wounds to the gut were always lethal, but took time to put a man down. Kilmer figured he had about ten minutes before he bled out and lost consciousness. He would take great pleasure knowing that the last man he’d kill would be Jarrod Conrad. See you in hell, Professor.
Kilmer straightened up and was met by a startling sight. Rafie had now leveled his gun directly back at him.
“It’s over, Richard. I’m a federal agent…you’re under arrest. Give it up.”
“Nooo…ya motherfuckin’ traitor,” Kilmer bellowed. He was apoplectic to discover that his second-in-command was a double agent. His shriek of outrage reverberated through the night like the cry of a wounded animal sensing the hunter, closing for the kill. “Yer a mug! I’ll cut yer heart out,” he said, spitting blood. Kilmer drew a knife and staggered toward Rafie, meaning to make good on his threat.
At that same moment, shots rang out from multiple directions. Rafie fired a shot at Kilmer’s head, a crimson spray of blood and brains erupting from his skull as the bullet entered just below his right eye. Two other shots hit him almost simultaneously in the torso-the frontal shot arched him backward but was stopped by his body armor; the. 50-caliber round from the tank’s gunner, however, entered his back, ripping the vest and both arms off his body. What remained of Richard Kilmer collapsed in a dead heap and lay twitching for several seconds. Then he drew his last breath.
“It’s your choice, Terry,” Rafie yelled over the din of rumbling tanks and sirens, still blanketing the frenetic commotion all around. He was pointing his gun at Ventura now, who stood frozen by the unexpected discovery that Rafie was an undercover federal agent. “Think it through, Terry,” he paused. “Two other shots hit Richard from the front and from behind. You’re surrounded.”
No one could have predicted what happened next. The Lincoln Navigator, with its windshield peppered and headlights shot out, suddenly plowed nonstop into the back of the Peterbilt, hitting it with such force that everyone standing lost their balance. The airbags deployed, hiding the identity of whoever might have been driving but there was no subsequent movement from the vehicle. It remained wedged underneath the back of the trailer, steam hissing from its ruptured radiator.
The Navigator’s surprise impact caused Rafie to divert his attention momentarily to this unanticipated new threat. Terry Ventura seized the lapse in concentration to settle the score with the traitorous secret agent. He raised his gun to shoot both Rafie and Conrad but before he could take the shot, an unknown shooter’s bullet cut him down. From the way he was hurled backward, it was clear that an expert marksman with a high-powered weapon was systematically picking off the assailants-and it wasn’t anyone associated with the Navigator.
Agent Henry had joined Palmer outside the vehicle. He grabbed the spotter’s scope and was relaying vital information on the distance and direction of each shot. He had a perfect vantage point to identify misdirected shots and to offer alignment corrections.
When Palmer’s first shot went high and wide of the mark, he suggested aiming lower left to compensate. The second shot was centered but too low, hitting the target in the stomach. “Stay left, rise up two clicks, and you’ll hit center mass,” he said and watched confidently as the third shot drilled the shooter in the middle of the chest.
“Jesus-H…good shot, man, you tore him a new one. Rafie got off a head shot at the same time; the guy’s down for keeps.”
Henry kept the spotter’s scope steadily trained on the actions surrounding Rafie. All of a sudden, the Navigator rocketed into view. “Holy shit,” he exclaimed. “Marshall just slammed into the trailer. He rocked ’em hard. Damnit…didn’t see brake lights…he must’ve been hit. Stupid bastard!”
Although he saw the Navigator’s impact momentarily destabilize the trailer, Palmer never hesitated. The target’s knees buckled but quickly recovered, looking to shoot at Rafie. “Yeah, I see it,” he calmly replied, keeping his emotions in check. There was nothing worse than too much adrenaline when steadying a rifle. He placed the scope’s crosshairs on the target and said, “Okay, second shooter…shot’s away.” He took a slow, deep breath, held it, and pulled the trigger.
Palmer lost site of the hit from the rifle’s powerful recoil but could see from the way the man flew backward he’d hit his mark.
“Bull’s eye! Good shooting, ace!” Henry said, slapping his hand on the hood of the car. “Another direct hit…you’ve got the sights dialed now.”
“That’s it…let’s get in there,” Palmer said, stuffing the rifle back in the car. “Rafie has no clue he’s got backup. We need to make contact.”
“Agreed,” Henry said, keeping the spotter’s scope steady on the unfolding events before them. “It looks like the professor is trying to get off the truck. I don’t see the other two men,” he added, scanning the open field where they were last seen. “They must have bugged out. Let’s roll!”
Colt Hamil and Sully Metusack witnessed the aftermath of both Kilmer’s and Ventura’s execution. They were lying in the brush about halfway between the trailer and the depository. Neither of them could believe that Rafie was somehow involved with the failure of the mission, but they knew instinctively they were finished. To engage further was both pointless and stupid, but surrender was considered dishonorable.
“Our odds are better if we split up,” Sully said. “We’ve got about three hours before sunrise. Keep your head down, Colt. Good luck.”
“You too, Sully. Be cool.”
They crawled away in opposite directions and would never see each other again.



SIXTY-NINE


Fort Knox army base
Jarrod Conrad was appalled by the violent bloodbath all around and almost retched when he caught sight of Richard Kilmer’s lifeless, dismembered body. Even though he loathed the man and everything he stood for, he found it difficult to summon any emotion other than pity for the calamity that became of Kilmer’s life. The sight of severed body parts strewn about made it especially difficult to focus anywhere without viewing the carnage.
The antigravity generator was still bucking and straining against the heavy mounting bolts, but the gravitrons seemed to be reconstituting within the matrix of the core. The thermonuclear critical mass he feared was somehow averted. His biggest concern now was for the driver of the vehicle that had slammed into the trailer. Whatever the consequences, he needed to determine who was in the car, seized by a haunting premonition that it was probably Ryan. He decided to break away, pulling free from his newfound ally, Rafie Nuzam.
“Professor! I ordered you not to move,” Rafie shouted exasperatedly as Jarrod jumped down from the trailer. “Christ man, can you follow orders… just once? ” His alarm turned to panic when Jarrod ran to the car wedged beneath the trailer. Rafie’s singular objective was to assure Conrad’s safety. If he were harmed in any way, Freeman would skin him alive. Son-of-a-bitch!
Jarrod acted instinctively, his intuition leading him forward. “Sorry, can’t do, mister,” he yelled back, running to the car. “Someone’s tried to help us…I can’t just ignore that.”
All of a sudden Rafie’s attention was diverted from Conrad as scores of camouflaged soldiers emerged like ghosts from the darkness. They were fully armed for night combat and ready to engage any suspected enemy. Within moments the trailer was completely surrounded.
“Don’t shoot! I’m with DOD! Don’t shoot!” Rafie shouted. “There are two shooters still in the mesa,” he yelled again, pointing, cognizant that Colt and Sully were still at large.
A captain leading the charge recognized Major Nuzam’s rank and yielded his authority. “Where were the men last seen, sir?” he questioned, ready to redeploy his troops.
“About 200 yards northeast of this location,” Rafie replied, pointing in the general vicinity that Colt and Sully were headed.
Rafie looked gravely concerned. He glanced back at the generator. “Captain, radio the command center. We need to get everyone away from this trailer. There’s nuclear material aboard. It’s probably unstable. Get your men back… move! ”
“Yes, sir. I’ll report your findings, but my orders are to secure this unit, dangerous or not.”
Their conversation was cut short when another vehicle came roaring onto the scene amidst a cloud of dust. Major Nuzam and the captain drew their weapons and looked suspiciously at the two men who jumped from the vehicle, hands held high.
“Easy, Rafie. We’re cleaners,” Jason Henry said, thinking this would get his attention more quickly than anything else he could say. He stood his ground but stretched his hands higher to emphasize they were not a threat.
They could see from the shocked look on Rafie’s face that he couldn’t quite comprehend how his two old partners mysteriously showed up. It took more than a few seconds before Rafie could comprehend what was happening.
“Stars and stripes forever,” he proclaimed, baffled and astounded all at once. “Wonders never cease.”
Rafie secured his weapon and motioned for the captain to do the same. “It’s okay, Captain, I know these men. I’ll take it from here. Redeploy your men…and find those other shooters,” he ordered.
Rafie hustled over to his erstwhile buddies and the three of them exchanged a quick bear hug. “How in hell did you guys get here?”
“We’ll explain later,” Henry hurriedly replied. “It’s a long story, Rafie. Freeman sent us in to observe and contain that machine,” he said nodding his head toward Conrad’s device. “It seems your mission is to protect Conrad. Let’s hurry. We saw him heading away from the Navigator. He’s looking for his cousin, Ryan Marshall.”
“Tell me you’re kidding…he can’t be here too.” Rafie replied, bemused by all that had come to light the last few minutes.
“I know…the man’s one stubborn pain-in-the-ass,” Henry responded.
“You’d think Freeman could have briefed me you two were backup. Man, it’s good to see you guys,” Rafie said with a grin.
The three men ran past the Navigator. “Let’s just find Conrad before something else goes haywire,” Henry urged. “Freeman’ll skin all three of us if we lose this guy.”
Rafie grimaced and quickened his step. “Thanks for the reminder.”
Jarrod made it to the Navigator and immediately discovered the bullet holes that pockmarked the front of the vehicle. The windshield had not shattered, but there were several telltale holes attesting that the driver had surely been hit. He glanced inside, bracing himself against the possibility of finding a body, but thankfully found no one. Blood on the seat and smeared on the door, however, didn’t bolster confidence; whoever had driven it into the back of the trailer was badly injured.
There was no time for a close inspection, but Jarrod spotted a Brighton purse with the initials “SM” on the sterling silver clasp. Mystery solved. It’s Sarah’s, he thought. I knew this was Ryan’s doing. Where are you, cuz?
Jarrod searched around the perimeter but couldn’t see any signs of his cousin. What the hell?
From far off in the distance, Jarrod thought he heard a shallow voice calling for help. He paused, straining to hear, cupping his hands to his ears and hoping to pick up a direction. With all the background noise and the blaring sirens, the sound could have just been his imagination. But then he heard it again.
“Help me, Lord,” the faint voice weakly called out.
“Ryan, where are you, man?” Jarrod shouted, rushing headlong in the general direction of the voice calling out from the darkness.
“Conrad…stop!”
Jarrod looked behind as he ran, spotting three men fast closing in on his location. He could just barely make out their forms through the extreme background light coming from the depository. He couldn’t be sure of their intentions, but wasn’t about to stop. Ryan was lying out there somewhere. He had heard his voice. He was sure of it.
“Ryannn!” he yelled again.
Ryan was on his hands and knees struggling to stand. The excruciating pain from every part of his body rendered him practically immobile. The decision to jump from the car before it slammed into the truck seemed like his only choice at the time, but now he deeply regretted it. His head throbbed, his back ached, and he could feel something trickling down his neck. He put his hand to his face and wiped a warm, slippery liquid from his forehead. Although he couldn’t clearly see his hands, he knew they were covered with blood. He’d sustained at least three gunshot wounds, and blood was seeping from his head, neck, and shoulder.
There was no way to determine the severity of the bullet wounds, although he knew he was rapidly losing blood. He was beginning to feel faint, cognizant that shock was beginning to set in, but the concussion to his lower back and hip was his greatest concern. He figured he’d hit the ground at near sixty miles an hour, and although the sandy ground had absorbed some of the impact, he knew he had sustained several broken bones.
He managed to stand with great effort, but when he tried to take a step, his legs gave way and he dropped back to his knees. My God, w hat have I done? he wondered, totally incapacitated.
Ryan looked at the sky ahead, ablaze with lights and sirens. He could make out the trailer and noted for the first time that the Navigator had made a direct hit. He remembered bullets hitting the windshield before he set the cruise control and aimed the car in the direction of the trailer just before bailing out. He was amazed it actually worked, but had no idea if he’d helped Jarrod in the slightest. He was disconsolate; a feeling of failure blasted through his consciousness. It reminded him of Jacob. Not again. Just as I failed Jacob, so, too, have I failed Jarrod.
He remembered the day Jacob had died. Ryan had slept on the floor beside his bed the night before, his son’s labored breathing more tortured than ever. He couldn’t bear the thought of Jacob dying alone. He still remembered their last conversation:
“Dad,” Jacob asked, “what happens when you die?”
Ryan had searched his soul for the right words to answer his son’s profound question. Clearly Jacob was scared, but faced his fear with the courage of a lion.
“I don’t know for sure, son,” he’d answered. “But I do know that you don’t have to worry about anything. You’ve been a good boy and you’ll go straight to heaven. You’ll fall peacefully asleep and your spirit will rise from your body and you’ll be whisked to heaven by a legion of angels welcoming you home. You’ll be able to fly, Jacob, and that old muscular dystrophy will never again keep you from doing anything your heart desires.”
“What about you and Mom…will I ever see you again?”
“Of course you will, son. Your mom and I love you more than life itself. You’ll go ahead and prepare the way. Just you wait…we’ll all be together in heaven one day soon, your brother, Jer, too.”
Jacob had survived the night, but Ryan could tell from his pale blue complexion the next morning that the end was near. God was merciful in the end; Jacob’s death came swiftly and Ryan wasn’t present when he began to choke. Unable to catch his breath, he quickly asphyxiated, slumping forward in his wheelchair. Had Ryan been present, the impulse to start CPR would have been irresistible. When the paramedics did arrive, it was too late. Their efforts to revive him were for naught. Jacob died with his little dog, Minnie, on his lap, a loyal friend to the very end.
The haunting despair of this memory and the powerlessness he’d felt following Jacob’s death came storming back. Once again he felt an inconsolable emptiness, as if his soul were mortally wounded and the stabbing pain in his heart would never heal. All his efforts seemed hopelessly inadequate. Ryan hung his head in shame, putting his hands to his face, and began weeping. Why does this keep happening? What do you want from me, God?
“Help me, Lord!” he called out, throwing his hands to the heavens in surrender, coming to terms with his abject helplessness and despair.
Jarrod’s voice rushed him back to reality. “Ryan, where are you, man?”
“I’m here,” Ryan called back, straining, but his voice was barely more than a whisper. He tried to stand again but the pain was too great. He remained on his knees, not even sure if he could lie down. “Jarrod,” he called again with the last ounce of energy he could summon. His body began to tremble at the realization that Jarrod was still alive.
The three cleaners caught up to Jarrod just as he stumbled upon his hapless cousin. They had somehow been thrown together in this strange affair and were treated to one of the most amazing sights any of them had ever seen. Rafie pulled a flashlight from his pants pocket and for a moment they let the cousins have their reunion. It was a moment not to be interrupted.
Kneeling before them was Ryan Marshall-blood oozing from multiple gunshot wounds, unable to stand, tears running down his face, tortured by the thought he’d failed his mission. Jarrod Conrad knelt down in front of him and gently took him in his arms.
“You did it, Ryan,” he whispered reassuringly. “You’re a hero. Through everything that’s happened, you made it here. I don’t know how you did it, but you saved me, you rescued Jer, and you recovered my research. You’re amazing, Ryan,” he said, hugging him like he was consoling a small child. “I’ll never distrust you again. Nono and Nana would be so proud of you. Well done, Ryan.”
Ryan let his head slip forward onto Jarrod’s shoulder and silently wept, overcome with relief and gratitude. His quest was finally completed. He hadn’t failed after all. A peaceful tranquility and lightheadedness transcended his consciousness. Nothing else mattered.
The lights on the horizon were no longer visible and the siren’s wail faded away. The darkness came swiftly. Ryan Marshall closed his tired eyes and gave way to the weariness that beckoned for him to stop. He had nothing left to give. He was completely spent. Thank you, God…take me home, was his last thought.



EPILOGUE


The aftermath of the events at Fort Knox was surreal. The raid on the depository dominated every news source for weeks, and all points of the globe remained spellbound by widely circulated reports of the world’s first antigravity machine.
At first, General Blake Freeman tried to contain sensational reports surrounding the application of this revolutionary technology, but Jarrod Conrad’s discovery was too big to hide. While the military gained a significant foothold in consolidating the weapons capability of Jarrod’s technology, the president ordered that the discovery couldn’t justifiably be withheld from society. When the White House finally confirmed the existence of the antigravity technology, a maelstrom of press coverage broadcast the story to every world government. Most news sources hailed the discovery as one of the greatest achievements of modern man, rivaling revolutionary discoveries like DNA by Watson and Crick, Einstein’s relativity, and Steven Hawking’s black holes and cosmic radiation.
Jarrod Conrad finally realized his dream of world renown for his lifelong pursuit to harness gravity, the fourth fundamental law of the universe. He ultimately published his research in the Journal of Atomic Physics: “The Grand Unified Theorem-Gravity Demystified.” He was awarded the Nobel Prize for his pioneering work in subatomic physics, and Time Magazine declared him Man of the Millennium. For years he basked in the limelight of this well-deserved celebrity.
Just as Alastair Holloway predicted, when the industries of the world realized that gravity had been harnessed, unsolicited offers began pouring into Quantum Labs. Many of the biggest Wall Street corporations sought exclusive manufacturing rights to the device. As the surviving controlling partner of Quantum Corporation, Jarrod amassed incredible wealth in the years to come as his antigravity technology made astounding impacts on every existing technology.
The effect of the F-13 scram on the generator used at Fort Knox was miraculously inconsequential. Conrad’s graduate students eventually perfected the mathematical equations that simulated the parameters of the scram. Their research proved that the critical mass Jarrod had feared was averted by a very slim margin. Never again would this technique be used to halt the machine under full operation.
Jarrod remained a faculty member at Stanford University as Professor Emeritus and taught well into his later years. He spent most of his leisure time in Baltimore, Maryland, with Sela Coscarelli. They purchased a home close to Johns Hopkins University, and although they never married, they enjoyed a close, intimate relationship throughout the remainder of their lives.
Sela Coscarelli continued her research to find a cure for neuromuscular diseases at Johns Hopkins. She never lost her zeal in pursuing a cure for muscular dystrophy, the disease that had cost her nephew Jacob Marshall his life. Sela achieved several significant break-throughs from the inspiration she drew from Jacob’s memory, never losing hope that this deadly disease could one day be vanquished.
Alastair Holloway was arrested at his estate on Hilton Head the morning following the Fort Knox incident. His legendary temper and seemingly unlimited access to money and powerful people was no match for Senator Alfonse Coscarelli.
When Senator Coscarelli learned that Holloway was the mastermind responsible for his daughters’ and grandson’s kidnappings, and had precipitated events culminating at Fort Knox, he ordered federal marshals to immediately take him into custody. He was arrested and held without bail despite a battery of attorneys’ best arguments to the contrary.
Holloway’s trial lasted for several months. The prosecution painstakingly linked every aspect of the crime directly to Holloway and Richard Kilmer. When all the atrocities of the case were finally exposed, the jury found Alastair Holloway guilty of conspiracy, murder, kidnapping, and a host of other felonies that netted him a life sentence without possibility of parole.
Alastair Holloway was incarcerated at Hazelton, the United States Penitentiary in Preston County West Virginia, a maximum-security prison for high-risk felons who could never be released into society. Among Hazelton guards, it became common knowledge that Holloway eventually lost his mind, shouting vile threats to anyone approaching his cell, and swearing on his mother’s grave to one day take revenge on everyone.
Months after Holloway’s incarceration, the beautiful Jurassic was sold to a prominent Hollywood producer who delightedly maintained the yacht’s crew exactly as she was constituted. Captain Suarez never relinquished command until his retirement many years after Holloway departed, enjoying Jurassic’s luxurious accommodations with a much more gracious owner.
Emil Struffeneger was also convicted for his role in aiding Holloway and Kilmer’s men in executing the Fort Knox operation. He was sentenced to thirty-years in the Kentucky State Penitentiary in Eddyville and is eligible for parole in 2019.
From Richard Kilmer’s original team, only Colt Hamil and Sully Metusack survived the extraordinary events surrounding Fort Knox, and remain at large to this day.
Lieutenant David Morris was given a hero’s welcome when he returned to California. He was widely credited for breaking the case many law enforcement agencies billed “the crime of the century”-defeating Richard Kilmer’s assault on the U.S. Depository at Fort Knox. He visited the White House, testified before Congress, and received the Medal of Honor from the California attorney general for his “unparalleled and selfless dedication” in solving the Quantum and Livermore crimes. He was offered a lucrative contract from Amazon Books for his exclusive account of the events that led from the Quantum Building in Stanford to America’s Treasury in Fort Knox, Kentucky. His close association with DOD Special Agent Jason Henry, Emerson Palmer, and Rafie Nuzam was never disclosed.
Emerson Palmer again lost track of his old partners Jason Henry and Rafie Nuzam. He returned to Washington, D.C. to resume his private detective business with his newly hired office manager, Angelina Navarro. They eventually married and the couple had their first child several years following the events at Fort Knox. A robust family, the stability of married life, and the devotion they share for each other were things neither of them ever thought possible. They maintained a close relationship with Jarrod Conrad and Sela Coscarelli, which never diminished.
The private detective hired by Senator Coscarelli made a full recovery from his injuries sustained in Stanford. The Senator graciously paid his out-of-pocket medical expenses, and doubled his customary fees for the assignment. He proudly displays the United States Senate Resolution from Alfonse Coscarelli acknowledging his bravery above and beyond the call of duty.
It was several months before Ryan Marshall recovered from the extensive wounds he received at Fort Knox. The multiple gunshot wounds he sustained were not nearly as problematic as the fractured hip and sacral vertebra he suffered jumping from the Lincoln Navigator. Months of painful physical therapy brought him back to nearly normal and he eventually returned to oversee Levitation Solutions, Inc. His first outing was to visit the Rio Grande Gorge construction site where his odyssey had begun several months earlier. Ryan was delighted to see the completed bridge that Corky had erected in his absence. It turned out just as he expected-another award-winning high-steel masterpiece by Levitation Solutions, Inc.
Ryan’s multiple legal entanglements were not so easily dismissed. He faced standing warrants in several jurisdictions, from New Mexico to California. But when the full story of his heroic effort to track down Jarrod, Sela and Jeremiah was completely revealed, the media branded him a modern-day superhero. The public demanded judicial leniency, and Ryan was sentenced to limited term probation, which restricted him from leaving the state of New Mexico. The limitations suited him however, as he had no desire to travel anywhere again without Sarah by his side. Like two plow horses, it was very rare to see either of them alone in subsequent years.
Ryan and Sarah Marshall were remarried in a storybook wedding that was attended by the New Mexico governor, various heads of state, law enforcement dignitaries, academicians, and his beloved construction crew. Jarrod was his best man, and Sela and Angel were bridesmaids. Jeremiah, Jason Henry, Emerson Palmer, and David Morris were also in the wedding party. Senator Coscarelli gave his daughter away for the second time to the same man. Their wedding made national news coverage and the cover of People magazine the following spring.
Jeremiah Marshall suffered no long-term effects from the burn he sustained at Wildcat Farm, but several rounds of plastic surgery were necessary to cover the terrible scar that resulted. He graduated with an engineering degree from New Mexico State and became the CEO of Levitation Solutions, Inc. He helped his father realize his long standing dream when they designed the first frictionless crane using Jarrod’s antigravity technology. He and Ryan still love to fish in the Pecos wilderness, spending quiet time together. They never again exchanged a cross word following their ordeal in Kentucky. Jer lives alone in Bernalillo, New Mexico, and actively participates in the community theater company. Sarah remains hopeful that he will one day find the love of his life.
Ryan and Jarrod likewise never again spoke of their past animosity or even acknowledged that they had once been estranged. They each believe that through Jer’s extraordinary efforts, they had somehow been miraculously healed that night in Stanford. Each of the events that transpired following their reconciliation cemented their relationship in a manner identical to the unshakable bond their grandfather Amerigo had with his brother, Tulio. They would never again forsake their common ancestry, blessed by an unwavering faith in one another. They each finally understood the profound meaning of their grandfather’s learned saying: ‘ The hardest steel passes through the hottest fire.’
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