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Chapter 1

 


God has no
conscience, the old man decided. He sank
to his knees and prayed.

His granddaughter had been missing since
yesterday morning, just after they set up camp. She was only four
and couldn’t wait to begin exploring. He took his eyes off her for
no more than a minute or two and she was gone.

“It’s all my fault, Lord,”
he explained to the Almighty. “Please don’t take it out on
her.”

There was no reply.

Old Tom Krieger had passed the happiest days
of his life in these mountains. His father brought him here to hunt
and fish when he was a boy. Tom used to bring his own boys here
when they were young and full of juice, before the older one
stepped on an IED south of Baghdad and the younger one stepped in
front of a bus on Wall Street when the mortgage bubble burst. He
left behind an alcoholic widow and the most precious little girl on
earth.

The new day dawned even colder than the
last, clear enough to see the smog over Helena more than a hundred
miles away. A front was moving in loaded with the season’s first
snowfall, fully a month ahead of schedule. Tom shivered. He
couldn’t remember when the cold had come so early to these
mountains. They had to find his little girl in the next few hours
or it wouldn’t matter anymore.

The search teams were exhausted and chilled
to the marrow but they kept going, slogging through the underbrush
and stumbling over jagged outcrops of stone that erupted like a
nasty rash along the mountainside. He knew they were cursing him
for a fool for bringing a little girl into such rough country and
letting her wander away. He also knew they were right.

He was as tired as any man on the mountain
that morning but he didn’t feel it. He didn’t feel anything but the
need to find his dead son’s baby girl. Remorse, anguish, guilt—the
ghosts he knew would haunt him the rest of his days if he
failed—all those were only glimmerings now, crowded from his
consciousness by a sense of urgency that gutted him like a blade.
He would keep going no matter how long it took to find Sally. If he
dropped dead afterward it would only serve him right.

His sunken eyes reddened
with tears as he watched wave after wave of searchers report in.
All brought the same news they’d been bringing him since yesterday
afternoon when the first forest rangers began to arrive: There was
no trace of his granddaughter. Not a footprint, not a bent blade of
grass, not a lock of hair, nothing. She’d simply vanished from
the face of the earth as if her glowing
smile had never existed and the laughter that sounded like a chorus
of little bells had never warmed an old
man’s broken heart. He cradled his head in his hands. He would
never be able face her mother again. Or anyone else.

 


By mid-morning, the storm clouds that were
crowding dark and threatening on the horizon began to obscure the
sun. Yet another mud-spattered Jeep bounced up the rocky canyon
toward the base camp of the searchers, halfway up a mountain in the
heart of the wilderness that claimed western Montana. The driver
looked like all the other uniformed law enforcement officers who
had been swarming over this rugged terrain for a day and a night.
But the passenger was different.

He was dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt
with a medium-weight jacket, like so many of the locals who poured
in to help with the search. But he didn’t look like a lumberjack,
or a hunter, or a dirt farmer. His face was lean and darkened by
the sun. His green eyes sparkled with flecks of gold. They glowed
with an uncanny light as if, though intimately familiar with the
harshness of the world, they could still gaze in wonder at its
beauty. They were astonishingly alert, like the eyes of an animal
bred to the wild. His thick, black hair was pulled into a ponytail
that gave him an air of dignity, as if he were a young chief of
some ancient and noble tribe. His striking features were shadowed
by a few days’ growth of heavy beard. But this was no movie star’s
trick to look masculine. On him it was real.

When he stepped from the
Jeep, even the most casual observer would have been obliged to give
him a second glance. He was tall, with broad shoulders, and rock
solid, as if he’d been hand hewn from one
of these mountains. Perhaps he had once
played linebacker in the NFL or won a medal in the Olympics. Or
maybe he was just a young god fallen from the sky. Whatever his
story, he moved up the hill with the grace and casual strength of a
mountain lion. His eyes flashed with preternatural keenness,
roaming everywhere and absorbing every detail. His actions were in
such perfect harmony with the primal setting that it seemed to
claim him as its own, as if he, too, were a force of
nature.

The U.S. Marshal who had been driving now
walked beside him. A large man in his own right, he appeared
insignificant next to the newcomer. Against the backdrop of the
wilderness, they were opposites. One of them clearly belonged in
this ancient forest. The other just as clearly did not. They made a
brief detour to study the ground surrounding what had once been a
campfire at the base of a towering pine and then continued up the
hill.

 


They stopped in front of Krieger who stared
at them blankly, as if he had forgotten the meaning of either hope
or despair. Art Peters, the marshal, cleared his throat. In a voice
hoarse from twenty-four hours of shouting for the missing child, he
said “Krieger, this is John Thunder. He’s here to help you find
your little girl.”

Krieger stared at the
newcomer. “Is that an Indian name?” he
asked, his voice rising with hope.

Thunder shook his
head.

There was a pause as if
the old man were waiting for the rest of the story.

Thunder had nothing more to say.

“He’s supposed to be the
best damn tracker in the country,” the marshal explained, although
it was clear from his tone of voice that he no longer harbored much
hope for the child no matter who was here to help. Art Peters knew
damn well how cold it was in these mountains come nightfall and he
knew that the little girl hadn’t been dressed for the weather. He
also knew how good the men were who had been searching nonstop for
her the past twenty-four hours. They were experienced hunters and
trackers every one, most of them born and raised around here. They
knew every nook and cranny of this unforgiving land, every crevice,
and they hadn’t found a thing. Not a footprint, not a thread from
her clothing. Even the goddamn hound dogs
had drawn a blank. The brutal truth was
that they might never find the little girl—he’d seen that happen
out here—and even if they did, there might not be much left to
mourn. He’d seen that, too.

But if the marshal was
willing to give up hope, he wasn’t willing to give up the search.
He turned to Thunder, pointed back the way they had come and said,
“The little girl wandered off from that campfire yesterday
morning.” He swept the face of the mountain with his arm. “We
dispatched four-man teams to comb every inch in every direction.
They went as far out as a mile, then doubled back and traded search
areas on the return in case somebody missed something.” He paused
and chewed on his lip for a moment. “Then they went out and did it
all over again, and then again. They did it all night.” He took off
his hat and smoothed back his thinning hair. “Of course, the hounds
haven’t been out that far but they’ve run circle after circle
around this area and never found a damn
thing.”

That last comment seemed
to strike Krieger like an arrow in the chest. Lips quivering, he gazed at Thunder. In a thin voice, he
asked, “Do you think you can find her?” He stared off toward the
top of a ridge where two more search teams were vanishing into the
tree line, above which glowered a line of dark clouds. “Before it’s
too late?”

Thunder didn’t answer. “Your granddaughter
is deaf,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

Krieger nodded.

The marshal stared in disbelief. “She’s
what?” he shouted. “We’ve been on this goddamn mountain for a day
and a night and you never told us she’s deaf?”

“I don’t
think of her that way,” the old man stammered, his sunken
eyes somehow drawing deeper into his skull. “I guess I didn’t think
it would make any difference.”

“No difference? We’ve been
screaming our goddamn lungs out hoping she’d hear us!”

Krieger’s head fell forward until his chin
touched his bony chest.

The marshal turned away,
disgusted, and kicked savagely at a stone by his feet.
He spun back toward the old man.
“Do you realize we could be ten yards away from
her right now and she’d never even know it?”

“More like a hundred
yards,” said Thunder, staring at a clump of bushes up the
mountain.

The marshal glared at him, nursing his
anger. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Thunder pointed to the bushes, “That’s where
I’d go if it started to rain on me.”

The grandfather’s mouth fell open. “It did,
Marshal. There was a steady rain for about half an hour right
after she disappeared.” He stared at Thunder. “Mister, how’d you
know that?”

“If it hadn’t rained, the
dogs would have found her,” Thunder replied.

“How the hell’d you know
the girl was deaf?” the marshal asked.

Thunder shrugged, “Mr. Krieger hasn’t been
yelling like the rest of you. If he had been, he’d be as hoarse as
you are, Marshal. He didn’t bother to yell because he knew it
wouldn’t do any good.”

The marshal scowled at him for a moment,
nodded, and shifted his attention to the spot where Thunder
pointed. He cleared his throat and said, “You’re saying she’s
hiding in those bushes?”

Thunder shook his head. “No, she’s probably
asleep in the cave behind those bushes.”

“Cave?” the grandfather
asked. “What cave?” He turned to the marshal. “What’s he talking
about?”

But Peters was as clueless
as the old man. He turned to say something
to Thunder but the tracker simply smiled and began to head up the
sharp incline toward the bushes. The other two scrambled after him
followed by three state troopers and a forest ranger, all of whom
had been on the periphery of the conversation. From time to time
Thunder glanced at the ground but never said a word. With long,
relaxed strides he approached the bushes, a good twenty yards ahead
of the others when he reached there, and then he simply
disappeared.

The others stopped in their tracks.

“What the hell?” said
Peters, gulping air.

Krieger stepped around the marshal to get a
better view. “Where’d he go?” he asked, panting like an old dog,
straining his watery eyes at the bushes where Thunder had vanished.
“Where is he?”

The marshal shook his head. He turned to the
others. “Did anybody see what happened?”

They all shook their heads and stared at the
spot as if Thunder had been plucked from the mountain by the hand
of God.

Furious, Marshal
Peters started after him. He
turned to bark an order to one of the men behind
him and somebody shouted, “Look!”

The marshal spun around so fast he nearly
lost his footing. “I’ll be goddamned!”

Thunder emerged from the bushes. In the
crook of his arm, he carried a small bundle of auburn hair and
tennis shoes, wrapped loosely in his own jacket.

Krieger scratched and clawed his way up the
hill. “My baby,” he cried, “My God, my poor baby!”

In a few strides, Thunder was standing
before him. Carefully, he placed the still bundle on the
ground.

The old man dropped to his knees. Broken by
grief and exhaustion, he stared at the tiny, lifeless form and
began to wail.

She opened her eyes. With a pitiful moan,
she stretched her arms toward him.

“You’re alive,” he
shouted. His eyes flooded with tears. He scooped her from the
ground and hugged her with all his might.

“Take it easy,” said
Thunder, laying a hand on his shoulder. “She’s pretty
fragile.”

The old man relaxed and cradled his
granddaughter gently in his arms. They covered each other with
kisses and tears.

Thunder turned to the marshal. “If you have
a medic, get him up here. She’s suffering from dehydration and
exposure.”

The marshal pushed the button on his
walkie-talkie and shouted orders to the doctor assigned to the
search party.

The growing cluster of people descended the
slope. Krieger carried the little girl wrapped snugly in Thunder’s
jacket. The doctor met them halfway. The old man laid her on the
ground so the doctor could tend to her.

Krieger scrambled to his feet. He used both
hands to smudge the tracks of tears from his grimy cheeks. “I don’t
know what to say,” he croaked at Thunder. “I don’t know how to
thank you.”

His granddaughter started to cry and he bent
down to comfort her.

The marshal turned to
Thunder, a look mingling suspicion and
awe in his haggard eyes. “How did you know
where she was? We’ve been searching nonstop for twenty-four hours
and you just...you...”

“I noticed two sets of
tracks leading out from under that pine tree by the campfire,”
Thunder told him. “They pointed up the hill. One set belonged to
the little girl. The other belonged to the rabbit she was
following.”

“But there weren’t any
tracks,” the marshal insisted, “We checked. The rain washed them
away.”

“In the open spaces, yes,”
said Thunder. “But there were a few traces left under the tree.
They pointed in the right direction.”

“What traces?” the marshal
growled. “Where?” He coughed and cleared his throat. It felt like he’d been swallowing gravel, from
all the yelling he’d been doing. “How come
nobody else saw ’em? We had the best trackers in the state up here.
Even the goddamn Indians couldn’t find anything.”

Thunder shrugged.

“And how did you know
there was a cave up there?” the marshal asked.

“Lay of the land,” Thunder
replied. “Bushes grow one way on the side of a hill and another in
front of a cave. See where they seem to be growing into the
mountain?”

The marshal stared as hard as he could but
finally gave up. “I’ll take your word for it,” he said, “but that
still doesn’t explain why the dogs couldn’t find her.”

“The air’s flowing into
that cave instead of out,” said Thunder. “There must be another
opening in the rock toward the rear. The dogs were always upwind of
the little girl.”

The marshal chewed on that for awhile, still
not satisfied. He gazed uncertainly up the incline. “Those bushes
are a hundred yards away. And that’s a steep hill for a little girl
to climb. What made you think she headed in that direction?”

Thunder glanced around. “This is pretty open
country until you get to that ridge about half a mile away.
Children rarely go in a straight line. They tend to wander, unless
they’re following something.”

“Like a
rabbit.”

Thunder nodded.
“It would have been hard for the little
girl to make it very far in the open without her grandfather
noticing. So the chances were she was somewhere nearby.”

The marshal still wasn’t
satisfied. “But how did you know she was
up in the cave instead of somewhere else?” He nodded to his
left. “Like behind those rocks over there
or the blackberry patch we passed on the way up?”

Thunder smiled
pleasantly. The marshal had to admit, it
wasn’t hard to like the man.

“While we were climbing up
from the Jeep, I noticed a couple of rabbits feeding near those
bushes. When I saw the tracks under the pine, I figured the little
girl probably headed in that direction. And since she was
deaf—”

“And how the hell did you
know that? I still find that hard to
believe.”

Again, Thunder shrugged.

The marshal stared at him, trying to figure
him out. “Damndest thing I ever saw. You didn’t really track her,
you just kinda guessed where she ought to be.” He stared at the
bushes that hid the cave. “And then, by God….” His voice trailed
off.

“Your men already did the
hard work, Marshal. They knew where she wasn’t. I just had to find
out where she was.”

Peters was about to reply when his deputy
cut him off.

“There’s a call for you,”
the young man said, thrusting forward a satellite phone. The
marshal reached for the handset. “Not you, sir,” said the deputy.
“It’s for Mr. Thunder.”

The marshal blinked in confusion as the
tracker took the phone.

“Thunder,”
he said as if this happened to him all the
time.

The marshal could tell that the caller got
his immediate attention.

Thunder listened intently for a moment.
“Thank you, Mr. President,” he said. “Please return the compliment
to the Secretary of Defense.”

Peters and his deputy stared. Their mouths
hung open.

“I appreciate that, sir,”
Thunder said at last, “but I don’t see how I can help. I’ve never
done that kind of work before.”

The voice on the other end of the line must
not have liked that answer.

“I understand the
seriousness of the situation,” Thunder replied, “but you must have
dozens of good people working on this. What can I do that isn’t
already being done?”

He listened some more and finally sighed, a
sound weighted with resignation. “Yes sir, I can be there in
forty-eight hours.”

The reply made him frown.

“Certainly, sir, if you
insist. But there’s a front coming in. If you send a helicopter,
it’ll have to get here in the next hour or else—”

The voice interrupted him. Thunder glanced
toward the southwest horizon where a tiny, dark blot materialized
against the translucent sky. “Yes sir, I can see him now. I’ll be
there in a few hours, Mr. President.”

He handed the satellite phone back to the
astonished deputy.

A Blackhawk helicopter with the markings of
the United States Army raced over the tree tops and settled into a
clearing a hundred yards away.

Thunder grabbed a small bag and a travel
pack from the marshal’s jeep. He bent at the waist, and trotted
through the rotor wash toward the chopper.

The search party stared at him through the
swirling dust.

The old man shielded his little girl and
wiped his eyes.

In moments, the ship was airborne and
speeding back toward the horizon.

Hat in hand, the marshal shook his head
slowly and asked in wonder, “Who the hell is that guy?”


Chapter 2

 


The Town Car passed uneventfully
through the checkpoint at State Place and curved slowly through the
lush grounds until it stopped in front of the West Wing of the
White House. Thunder was out and standing on the sidewalk
before the driver had a chance to come around and
open his door.

Nothing felt right about this. As finely tuned as
his instincts were to survival in the wild, he was about to cross a
threshold into a different kind of wilderness, a world of customs,
compromises, and motives he could never understand. He had seen
firsthand how power could warp a man’s sense of right and wrong. He
wanted no part of it then and he wanted no part of it now.

He entered the home of the most powerful man
on earth looking like someone who’d been chopping wood in the
backyard. He was dressed in the same blue jeans and flannel shirt
he was wearing when the helicopter snatched him from the hillside
out west. He had left his jacket with the little girl.

An armed guard led him inside where another
passed him through a metal detector and escorted him stiffly
through the corridors. They passed oil paintings of many of the
Presidents who led the nation from its past to its present. A few
were great men, Thunder realized but most were simply men who held
great office, in their own way as unequipped to be here as he was.
He felt the enormous gravity of the place, the importance to the
nation and to the world of the decisions made by those who lived
here on behalf of those who did not. It made him even more
uncomfortable.

He was introduced to the President’s
executive assistant and took the seat she offered. He felt the
hairs on the back of his neck stiffen the way they had when he once
faced a grizzly inside its den. Like then, it wasn’t fear, it was a
warning that he was on someone else’s turf.

The nameplate on the desk across the room
read “Mrs. Gail Cooper.” She looked about sixty, he decided,
although he suspected she was quite a bit younger. A door opened
and two men hurried out, each carrying a portfolio stuffed with
papers and folders, their faces straining with importance. Mrs.
Cooper stood and motioned for him to follow her into the next
room.

The Oval Office.

They stood in front of a large wooden desk
behind which sat a distinguished looking gentleman in a crisp white
shirt and blue tie. He was Mohammed Shiloh, the President of the
United States, or as he liked to introduce himself to the adoring
crowds who flocked to see him, the skinny guy with the funny name.
He was scribbling on an iPad, oblivious to anyone or anything
around him. He appeared as familiar to Thunder as a member of his
own family, though the face was more deeply lined than he recalled
from the magazine covers and news shows where he had so often seen
the image. He looked lean, fit, and ready to lead. Even sitting
down he projected an aura of energy and charisma, as if Central
Casting had sent up someone to play the Commander-in-Chief.

Not yet two years into the job, Shiloh was
one of the youngest men ever elected to the office. He was also the
first to reflect such a broad cross section of America’s ethnic
diversity. Besides his English ancestry, he was also
African-American, Latin-American, and Native-American, not to
mention Lebanese on his Mother’s side, thanks to the grandfather
for whom he was named. As the President put it, he was his own
melting pot.

Thunder remembered the novel way he opened
his campaign speeches:

 


“One of my ancestors came to America on the
Mayflower, one of them came in the cargo hold of a slave ship, and
one of them was already here when the others arrived.

 


“My mother was an illegal immigrant from
Bolivia, a cleaning lady who managed to earn her citizenship and
put three children through college. My father was the son of a
sharecropper from West Tennessee and a full-blooded Sioux from
South Dakota. He served fourteen years in the United States Marine
Corps before he was killed in action in Vietnam.

 


“Every person in this room has a family with
a similar story to tell, full of history, personal hardship,
sacrifice, and honor. That’s what makes America the greatest nation
on earth.”

 


People loved it.

The huge desk was empty
except for a family picture and an ornate pen holder that was
likely a gift from some world leader. There was no
In Box, no
Out Box, and no paper of
any kind. A cord led from the tablet in the President’s lap to the
buds in his ears. Thunder could faintly make out the sounds of
Miles Davis.

Mrs. Cooper stood patiently while the
President completed what he was working on. When he glanced up, she
said “Mr. President…”

He pulled the ear buds.

Slowly and clearly, as if she were
presenting a head of state, she announced, “May I introduce Mr.
John Thunder, the gentleman from—”

Shiloh was on his feet before she could
finish. He moved gracefully around the desk in a few powerful
strides, like the athlete he still was, and extended his hand. He
was nearly as tall as Thunder but a lot thinner.

“John,” he boomed in his
famous baritone, “it’s good of you to come so far on such short
notice.”

He nodded to Mrs. Cooper who gracefully
withdrew. He motioned Thunder toward a settee nearby and seated
himself in an armchair facing it.

His smile was warm and expansive, just like
on TV.

“Let me get right to the
point,” the President said. “I need a favor.”

A curved door opened to admit a short, gaunt
man who strolled across the room as if he owned the place. He was
dressed like a manikin in a Brooks Brothers window. His flawless
silver hair was pushed straight back against his skull, as smooth
as an engraving. His tanned skin was stretched so tightly across
the bone that he could almost be mistaken for a mummy. Except for
those penetrating gray eyes.

Thunder recognized him at once. In one
official role or another, he had served each of the previous six
presidents. A former fighter pilot who spent five years of his life
as a POW in Vietnam, even his enemies had to concede that he was
the most experienced man in government, if not always the most
popular.

“Lt. Commander Thunder,”
said the President, “this is Dr. Seymour Kayne, my National
Security Adviser.”

Thunder stood. It felt odd to be introduced
by his rank for the first time in, what, eight years?

Kayne reached out a bony hand and Thunder
shook it.

“Retired,” said
Thunder.

“Beg pardon?” asked Kayne
in a raspy voice.

“I’m no longer in the
Navy.”

Kayne nodded distractedly. “Of course.” He
took a seat and began to pour himself an iced tea from the pitcher
on the coffee table.

“Where on earth are my
manners?” cried the President. He turned to Thunder, “Would you
like something to drink?”

Thunder nodded. He’d forgotten how thirsty
he was after the long flight.

Kayne offered him the glass he had just
filled, then poured another for the President and one for
himself.

Shiloh took a sip, frowned, and settled back
into his armchair. His dark eyes fixed on Thunder.

“I asked you here because
the Secretary of Defense told me a story that, quite frankly, I
find hard to believe. A few years ago he and his newlywed bride
went on a camping trip for their honeymoon. Being Kenny Pierce, he
headed straight for the wilderness. Being a city girl, Pauline got
lost.”

Kayne responded with an artful laugh.

Thunder said nothing.

“Out near Yosemite, wasn’t
it?” the President asked.

“Kings Canyon,” Thunder
replied.

“That’s the place,” the
President said. “I camped there once when I was in the Scouts.
Beautiful country but wild.” He waved off the thought. “Anyway,
Pierce told me that he and half the population of California were
searching for his wife for almost a week without success. Then you
came along and found her in a couple of hours. In fact, as I
understand it, you even saved her from a mountain lion.”

Thunder nodded.

“How do you explain
that?”

Thunder shrugged. “The animal was old and
weak.”

The President laughed. “I see, so no big
deal, right? He was probably no more dangerous than a housecat. But
how do you explain being able to locate Pauline when the National
Guard couldn’t do it? Or the Forest Service? Or the guys in the
helicopters with their thermal imagers? Pierce told me he brought
in the best trackers money could buy from all over the world but
none of them did any good.” He leaned closer. “How did you find her
when no one else could?”

“Just lucky,
sir.”

Kayne gave a snort. “There’s more to it than
that, I think.” He slipped on a pair of reading glasses that he
extracted from his vest pocket and opened a file folder in his lap.
“It says here you were born in the jungle, in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo. Your mother and father were scientists who
were there to study chimpanzees.” He cleared his throat and looked
at Thunder. “I understand they were murdered by poachers when you
were just a boy. I’m sorry.”

Thunder inclined his head slightly.

Kayne continued. “For thirteen years you
were with your parents every day, living in the bush, working with
the same animals they were working with. You quite literally grew
up in the jungle, isn’t that right?”

Thunder nodded.

“Just like Tarzan,” said
Kayne.

Thunder’s expression never changed. “There
are seven hundred million people living in Africa,” he told the
National Security Advisor. “None of them are like Tarzan.”

“Forgive me,” said Kayne,
glaring over his glasses. “I was merely trying to suggest that your
experience in such a unique environment might have provided you
with, shall we say, some special skills.”

The President stepped in. “OK guys, let’s
get down to business.” He set his glass on the coffee table. “About
a month ago, a very important scientist was kidnapped. We managed
to keep it out of the papers but behind the scenes we mobilized
everything we had for a manhunt.” He cast an unhappy glance at
Kayne. “To make a long story short, we still haven’t found her,
despite employing all the resources at the disposal of the United
States Government.” He shook his head. “The truth is, we don’t have
a clue where she is. We don’t even have a ransom note. She just
vanished.” He leaned toward Thunder. “That’s why I called you.”

Thunder started to say something but the
President held up a hand. “I know, you don’t think you can
help.”

Thunder nodded.

“You’re a tracker, right?
Not a detective.”

Again, Thunder nodded. “That’s right, sir.
You have the best people in the world looking for this person. I’m
just an amateur. The last thing they need is help from somebody
like me.”

“Are you kidding?” said
Shiloh. “We still can’t find Osama Bin Laden. We need all the help
we can get.”

“But sir—”

“You can’t just throw
people at a problem like this, Commander. Believe me, we’ve tried.
What we need is talent.”

He poured a cup of coffee and offered it to
Thunder who politely declined. Shiloh took a sip of the steaming,
black liquid and swallowed with a satisfied grimace. He stared into
Thunder’s eyes. “The Secretary of Defense says you can track a fish
through water without getting wet.”

“No offense, Mr.
President, but Kenny Pierce was a computer salesman. They are known
to exaggerate.”

The President laughed, which almost became
an embarrassment since he was in the process of taking another
swallow of coffee. “Point well taken,” he said after he wiped his
chin with a linen napkin. “But I trust him, even though I find it
hard to believe some of the tall tales he tells about you. And what
about that little girl you just found in Montana? Her grandfather
thinks you’re some kind of medicine man.”

“Sir, I can track people
in the woods okay but it’s entirely different in the city. I
wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

The President held up his hand. “I hear you
don’t even need to track people, you can find them just by thinking
your way through the problem. That’s exactly what we’re looking
for.”

With a clatter, he set his
coffee cup on the glass surface of the table. His voice took on a
new, no-nonsense tone. He leaned forward,
his eyes fixed sternly on Thunder. “John,
the bottom line is I need your help.”

Thunder exhaled, resigned to losing the
argument. “Certainly, Mr. President. How may I be of service?”

Shiloh visibly relaxed but his tone did not.
“I want you to locate a young woman named Cassandra Geemunu,” he
said, “and do it as quickly as you can.”

Thunder nodded.

“She’s a computer
scientist, a real genius. She’s developed a breakthrough technology
that could be of enormous benefit for the United
States.”

Thunder saw him cast a quick, nervous glance
at Kayne. For the first time the President appeared ill at
ease.

“I’d have to say that her
gift is beyond genius,” said the National Security Advisor. “She’s
only twenty-one but she’s already earned three doctorates from
MIT.” He glanced at some notes in his lap. “I’m sorry, make that
four—theoretical physics, electrical engineering, photonics, and
then some kind of interdisciplinary program that she apparently
invented herself. She calls it quantum computational engineering.”
He removed his reading glasses. “It would seem that even the
professors at MIT can’t keep up with her.”

“Quite the prodigy,” the
President said, shifting restlessly.

“Indeed,” nodded Kayne.
“When she was seven years old, she accompanied her mother to a
parent-teacher conference at school. While the adults were meeting,
the little girl wandered into the high-school building next door.
She ended up in one of the advanced placement classrooms, the one
for math. On the blackboard, the instructor had written a problem
and left it for his students to think about overnight. Turns out he
meant it as sort of a practical joke. It seems that the world’s
finest mathematicians had been trying to solve that particular
problem for over three hundred years but nobody could.”

He paused for effect.

“That little girl picked
up a piece of chalk and solved it in ten minutes.”

No one uttered a word.

“Thank you, Seymour,” the
President said at last. “I think we get the picture. Ms. Geemunu is
a whole lot smarter than we are.”

He leaned forward and looked Thunder in the
eye. “That’s why we need you to find her. I can’t even begin to
tell you how important this is for national security. We’ll give
you anything you need. The best people we’ve got, the most advanced
equipment, satellite reconnaissance, logistics support, you name
it.”

Thunder shook his head. “Thank you, sir, but
I work alone. Too many people slow things down.”

“There must be something
we can offer you,” the President insisted, “a secretary, a place to
work—”

Now it was Thunder’s turn
to lean forward. “There is one thing you can do,” he said, his eyes
drilling into those of the
Commander-in-Chief. “You can tell me the
truth.”

A shadow of anger flashed across the face of
the President of the United States. But Thunder’s gaze never
faltered. The President shifted his weight in the armchair.

“I appreciate your
candor,” he said, through clenched teeth. “And I wish I could
reciprocate. I really do. But the truth is, this matter is so
sensitive that we’ve already told you more than we should.” He
paused as if he were waiting for Thunder to take the hint. “Are you
willing to cooperate or not?”

Thunder stared into his eyes,
expressionless. “It takes two to cooperate, Mr. President. If you
can’t tell me why it’s so important to find her then I can’t tell
you why she dropped out of sight.”

The President sagged back in his chair as if
all the air had suddenly escaped from his body. “Dropped out of
sight?” he repeated, staring at Kayne. “What the hell’s he talking
about?”

“She didn’t just drop out
of sight,” Kayne snapped. “She was kidnapped.”

“How do you know that?”
asked Thunder.

Kayne seemed at a loss for words.

“Let me put it
differently.” said Thunder, “Did your investigators find any sign
of a struggle?”

Kayne hesitated. “No,” he replied.

“Any sign of foul
play?”

“No.”

“And I assume there were
no strangers hanging around her apartment or her office. No
suspicious emails or phone calls. Nothing at all to suggest that
she was taken against her will.”

Kayne thought about it and shook his head.
“No, there weren’t. How did you know that?”

Thunder ignored the question. “And my guess
is that her apartment is shipshape,” he said. “No unfinished meal
sitting on the table. No newspapers piling up at the door.”

Kayne waived it off. “That’s true, but her
abductors could have taken care of all that just to knock us off
the scent. A classic misdirection play. They wanted it to look as
if she had taken a vacation or gone to visit relatives because they
didn’t want us to know she was missing until it was too late.”

“But you knew it the
moment it happened,” said Thunder, “and you checked with her
friends and colleagues and found out they knew nothing about a
vacation. And then you checked with her relatives and found out
that she’s not with any of them.”

“Even so,” said Kayne, “it
just doesn’t make any sense. Why would she go into
hiding?”

“You tell me.”

“I haven’t the slightest
idea.”

“Without knowing her,”
said Thunder, “and without knowing what she was working on, there’s
not much more I can say, other than to suggest that she probably
disappeared because she grew tired of your
surveillance.”

“No one said anything
about surveillance.”

“You didn’t have to. If
this woman was as important as you say, then you were watching her
closely, probably with your best people.”

Kayne didn’t respond. Finally, the President
nodded.

“If she was being watched
by competent professionals,” said Thunder, “it would have been
almost impossible to abduct her without leaving a clue. There would
have been some sign of a struggle, some indication that her
disappearance was unplanned and unintentional. But you haven’t
found a thing. If Geemunu is the genius you say she is then she’s
smart enough to figure out she was being watched. And she’s smart
enough to hide.”

Shiloh stared hard at Kayne who half smiled
at Thunder and said, “Your reputation is well deserved.”

The President was not
amused. “Why haven’t we
pursued this line of reasoning?”

Kayne cleared his throat. “Actually, sir, we
have. We considered the possibility from the very beginning. In
fact, at first most of us even agreed with Mr. Thunder. But then we
realized how unlikely it was that any amateur would be able to
detect our surveillance. Our people are the best in the world at
what they do.”

“Give me a break,” said
the President. “This kid had a fistful of PhDs before she was old
enough to vote. When I was that age I could barely make change for
a dollar. Don’t you think it’s possible your people underestimated
her?”

“I hardly think
that—”

“Why is this woman so
important to you?” Thunder asked.

“We already told you
that,” said Kayne.

“What technology was she
working on?”

“I’m afraid we can’t say,”
replied Kayne.

“Then I can’t tell you
where she is,” said Thunder. He turned to the President. “Sir, I’ll
do everything in my power to help but I won’t do you much good
without information.”

The next several moments passed in an
uncomfortable silence. In the end it was the President who spoke.
“This is way beyond classified, way beyond top secret. Do you
understand that?”

“Yes sir,” replied
Thunder.

“Do you agree not to
divulge any of this to anyone for any reason?”

Kayne started to speak but the President
silenced him with a glance.

“Yes sir,” Thunder
answered.

“Good,” said Shiloh. He
leaned forward. “Because if even one word of this gets out there’s
going to be a mass panic that will make the recent economic
meltdown seem like Christmas morning.”

For several moments the President stared at
the coffee table, clasping and unclasping his hands. “What do you
know about quantum computing?” he said at last.

“Not a thing,
sir.”

The President sighed. “Neither do I but
lately it seems to have become the most important subject on
earth.”

He topped off his coffee before he
continued.

“Two weeks ago, the launch
codes for some of our nuclear missiles were published on a fake
Facebook page.”

“I read about that,” said
Thunder. “I thought it was a hoax.”

The President managed a tired smile. “That’s
what we wanted people to believe. Naturally, we changed the codes
the moment we found out they’d been compromised. There was never
any danger. But the public might not have seen it that way. So we
spun it as a hoax.”

He reached for his coffee and held the cup
hovering over the saucer for a moment as if he were lost in
thought. He lowered it absently and settled back into his
chair.

“A few days later, one of
the CIA’s most highly-classified documents appeared on another fake
page.”

“The Scorpion Report,”
said Thunder. “About the nuclear-arms buildup in China.”

“The unanticipated arms buildup,” Kayne
corrected him. “China’s had nukes for decades but they never
deployed more than a handful. That all changed after we invaded
Iraq. The Chinese got so scared they put their strategic weapons
program on the fast track. As part of that effort, they stole some
of our most sensitive technology. Robbed us blind. Before we knew
it, they had deployed more missiles than we thought they could
produce in twenty years.”

“Ten times as many,” said
Thunder quoting the report’s conclusion. “The press is calling it
Cold War II.”

“Actually, that’s what
they’re calling the recent Russian arms buildup,” Kayne deadpanned.
“The press doesn’t have a clue what to make of the Chinese. Which
is just how the Chinese like it because they don’t want people to
hear them coming.”

“Anyway,” frowned the
President, “we couldn’t spin our way out of that one. Congress is
already investigating the leak as well as the political
repercussions of the report.”

“But you don’t think it
was a leak,” said Thunder. “You think Geemunu invented some kind of
new technology that allowed her to steal the report and the launch
codes.”

“And the money,” added the
President.

“What money?” Thunder
asked.

Kayne glanced at the President who gave him
a quick nod.

“Every hour of every day,”
Kayne began, “an enormous amount of money changes hands between
financial institutions around the world, even in these troubled
economic times. The transfers take place electronically, on what
are probably the most highly secured networks ever designed. Even
we can’t break into them.” His lips compressed over bleached teeth
into something that resembled a smile. He took a sip of iced
tea.

“The most widely used of
these networks is called SwiftNET.” He set his glass on the coaster
and dabbed the corners of his mouth with a napkin. “Yesterday
afternoon, $10 billion was diverted from that network through its
member banks into a series of accounts in the Caymans. A few
minutes later it all disappeared. Every last penny.”

“What makes you think
Geemunu did it?” Thunder asked.

Kayne eyed him as if he were a particularly
slow student. “Anyone who can break into the most secure networks
the government has could probably break into SwiftNET, wouldn’t you
think?”

Thunder ignored the question and the tone.
“How do you know she’s the one who hacked into your networks?”

“She is the prime
suspect.”

“Why?”

Kayne leaned forward and paused as if for
dramatic effect. “We think she may have created the first quantum
computer.”

Thunder helped himself to more tea. He took
a long, welcome swallow. “How does that make her the prime
suspect?”

Kayne began to stroke his cadaverous chin,
staring at Thunder as if he were embarrassed for him. “Permit me to
explain. A quantum computer, if it’s even possible to build one,
would be orders of magnitude more powerful than anything we have
today. To break a security code or password is largely a matter of
number crunching. If you can throw enough processing horsepower at
the problem, you can crack just about anything. Our security
systems are designed to prevent that, of course, but they’ve been
built with current technology in mind. They wouldn’t stop a quantum
computer for a New York second. On the face of it, that shouldn’t
be much of a problem because nobody expects a device like that to
be built for decades. But if Geemunu has somehow managed to produce
one that actually works, years ahead of schedule, our defenses
would be helpless against it.”

“You sound skeptical,”
said Thunder.

“I am. A conventional
computer works by turning on and off voltages in tiny electronic
components. It’s easy to understand and easy to build, even a very
powerful one.

“A quantum computer is a
different kind of animal altogether. It works by manipulating the
arcane properties of quantum particles, the fundamental building
blocks of the universe. But nobody really knows how to do that yet,
at least not in the kind of controlled fashion necessary to build a
useful computing device. The most knowledgeable people in the field
believe it will take at least twenty to thirty years of intensive
research before we can develop a quantum computer that will
actually work. Maybe longer.” With a final toss of his hand he
added, “Maybe never.”

“You said she was a
genius.”

“She’s more than just a
genius, Mr. Thunder, she’s a gift from God. She has the kind of
intellect you see maybe once or twice in a century. But nobody is
that smart. Every scientist I’ve asked about this, and I mean every
one, tells me the same thing. To build a quantum computer would
require a commitment on the order of the original space program,
and probably take twice as long. One person, on her own dime, just
couldn’t get it done, no matter how brilliant she is. It’s not like
trying to build the first Apple computer in your
garage.”

“So she couldn’t afford
it?”

“I didn’t say that,” Kayne
replied. “She’s got more money than God. While she was still in
high school she invented a video codec for cell phones, a lossless
compression/decompression algorithm for streaming video. You know,
for YouTube and things like that. These days it’s installed on
ninety-five percent of all the cell phones in use around the world,
and she gets paid for every one of them. The royalties go into a
trust fund she set up. She has no shortage of money, believe me,
but if she spent any of it we’d know about it.”

“Unless she’s even smarter
than you think,” said Thunder. “Or just plain lucky. Either way,
she beat the clock.”

“I’m still not convinced
of that,” said Kayne. “The odds are overwhelmingly against it. But
under the circumstances, I’m willing to concede that our best
strategy is to assume she has.”

“And if that’s the case,”
said Thunder, “then this thing would give her the power to break
into any computer system in the world, is that right?”

“Theoretically,” Kayne
answered. “At least any computer with a network
connection.”

“So we’re talking about
banking systems, communications systems, hospitals, military
networks, spy satellites, stock exchanges, everything?”

“Everything,” Kayne
replied. “She would have the keys to the kingdom.”

Thunder nodded slowly. He finally understood
why they were so desperate to find her. A machine like that could
reduce the global economy to a smoking ruin in a matter of seconds.
Or it could give any country, or any individual for that matter,
what would amount to absolute power.

But something still didn’t make sense. “If
this woman is so rich,” he asked, “why would she steal $10 billion
more?”

“Because she could,”
replied Kayne. “Or because she’s greedy. Or because she’s bored.
Who knows? Most crimes are committed for reasons other than money.
Anger, power, revenge, the thrill of doing something wrong. Maybe
she just wanted to see how much she could get away with using her
new toy.”

Thunder studied him for a moment. “You
really don’t care about finding her, do you? You just want her
machine.”

Kayne rubbed his hands together like a
funeral director asking for a check. “National security is more
important than the welfare of any individual, Mr. Thunder. I
honestly hope that we find Geemunu alive and well. But regardless
of what happens to her, we absolutely must locate her computer
before someone else does. If such a device exists, it must be in
the possession of the United States, or the United States may cease
to exist.”

“But we can’t locate it,”
said the President, eyeing Kayne. “That’s the problem.” He turned
to Thunder. “That’s why we called you.”

“Maybe she took it with
her,” said Thunder.

Kayne laughed. The sound was anything but
joyful. Or friendly. “She couldn’t take it with her. It would have
to be as big as a house. Far too large to hide, at least from
us.”

“She must have known that
people would come looking for it,” said Thunder. “Maybe she built
it with that in mind, in some secret location.”

“Indeed,” said Kayne, “but
where? The power supply alone would have to be enormous. Even at
idle, the electromagnetic signature would be something our
satellites could track halfway around the world.”

“The point is we can’t
find the damn thing,” snapped the President. “Or her.” He turned to
Thunder. “Can you?”

Thunder stared straight ahead, his eyes
unfocused, as if he were listening to another conversation in
another place.

The President scowled at him.

Thunder blinked suddenly as if emerging from
a trance. “Who else knew what she was doing?” he asked.

“The President’s closest
advisers,” said Kayne. “They are the only ones we’ve discussed this
with.”

“Understood,” said
Thunder. “But before she disappeared, who else knew what she was
working on?”

“You mean outside the
government?” asked the President. He turned to Kayne. “That’s a
good question.”

Kayne uncrossed his legs, again smoothing
his trousers. “Geemunu is a scientist,” he began with a casual wave
of his hand, “with a scientist’s maddening propensity to share
everything she knows.”

“So she told a lot of
people about her research?” asked Shiloh.

Kayne nodded in disgust. “Unfortunately,
yes. Her theoretical work was common knowledge. Like everyone else
her age, she had a blog. That’s how we learned what she was doing.
But no one realized that she was actually building the device, not
even her closest colleagues. She never posted a word about that.
Everyone thought it was just an academic exercise. It was only
through extraordinary efforts that we were able to find out just
how much progress she was actually making.”

“So she told somebody,”
said Thunder, “and you were listening.”

Again Kayne raised an eyebrow. “Perceptive,
Mr. Thunder. Yes, she was in the habit of discussing her progress
with her mentor, a professor at MIT. Dr. Alfred Nordstrom. Have you
heard of him?”

Thunder nodded. The man had just been
awarded a Nobel Prize. “So you tapped her phone calls with him?” he
said.

“I can’t discuss our
methods,” Kayne replied.

“Who else might have known
that she was building the device?”

Kayne thought for a moment. “No one,” he
replied confidently. “Nordstrom was pledged to secrecy.”

“And did he honor his
pledge?”

The President looked as interested in the
answer as Thunder.

“Absolutely,” Kayne
replied.

“So you tapped his phones,
too,” said Thunder.

Kayne regarded him with reptilian eyes. “As
I explained, Mr. Thunder, this matter was of the highest importance
to national security.”

“Did any of your people
let Geemunu know you were interested in her technology?” asked
Thunder. “Maybe offer her a job, or a research grant, or something
like that?”

Kayne shook his head with emphasis.
“Absolutely not. They were under strict orders to have no contact
whatsoever with her.”

Thunder was lost in thought for several
moments, leaving the others to an awkward silence. Finally, he
asked, “Could someone else have tapped her phone without your
people knowing it?”

Kayne stared at him, or through him rather,
his eyes blinking rapidly.

“Seymour?” the President
asked.

“I don’t know,” said
Kayne. “Technically, I suppose it’s possible.”

“So someone else might
have known how far along she was?”

“Possibly,” Kayne replied.
He frowned at Thunder, “But that leads us back to the theory that
someone kidnapped her to steal her technology.”

“Or it gave her another
reason to drop out of sight,” Thunder replied.

Kayne looked puzzled. “Another reason?”

“Geemunu’s device can
break into just about any other computer on the planet,
right?”

Kayne nodded.

“Even yours?”

Kayne met his gaze for a moment, and then
dropped his eyes to the carpet. He responded with an all but
imperceptible shrug.

“Animals know when they’re
being watched,” said Thunder, “even human animals. It’s like a
sixth sense. The moment she suspected she was under surveillance,
all she had to do was to break into the government’s computers to
confirm her gut instinct. The FBI, the NSA, the CIA, the DIA, she
could have checked them all. Your entire surveillance would have
been an open book to her. Your operational plans, situation
reports, e-mails, duty rosters, the whole ball of wax. She could
have used that information to figure out exactly how to evade your
surveillance and disappear. She might even have planted bogus
information in your computers, just to mislead you.”

Kayne stared at him. The President stared at
Kayne.

“And given that she’s an
engineer,” said Thunder, “she could easily have figured out if her
phone line was being tapped by one, or two, or half a dozen
parties. If there were more than one, then she had that much more
compelling a reason to vanish without leaving a trail.”

The room was as silent as space.

“So she was always one
step ahead of us,” the President said at last.

Thunder was too diplomatic to touch that
one. Instead, he said “There is one more piece of information I
need to know. How does it work?”

“You mean her computer?”
asked the President.

“Yes sir.”

“Seymour?”

Kayne gazed at Thunder with undisguised
hostility. “I don’t see how that will help you find the girl.”

“Humor me.”

The President nodded.

“All right,” replied
Kayne, his eyes narrowing. “Among your many accomplishments, Mr.
Thunder, by any chance are you a theoretical physicist?”

“No, I’m an
Episcopalian.”

The President chuckled.

Kayne didn’t appear to be amused. “Very well
then. What specifically would you like to know?”

“Are there any technical
problems with designing such a device?” asked Thunder. “Any special
requirements?”

“Good God, yes,” replied
Kayne. “There are so many hurdles it’s
hard to know where to begin. To start
with, nobody knows how to build a machine that would allow us to
interact with quantum particles in any meaningful way. The science
simply doesn’t exist yet. And even if it did, cosmic rays are
constantly bombarding the earth from outer space, interacting with
quantum particles, which makes them useless for computation. To
develop a quantum device that would actually work, you would have
to find some way to shield it from cosmic rays, which is almost
impossible. Another all-but unsolvable problem is the random
fluctuation in—”

“How would you shield a
quantum computer against cosmic rays?” asked Thunder.

“You can’t,” said Kayne,
“at least not entirely. Cosmic rays travel so fast and with so much
energy that they can penetrate almost anything, even the entire
planet. But you could start by shielding your computer with a very
dense material, such as an alloy of bismuth and lead. That would give
you some protection. Then you could bury it under a thick layer of
solid rock. Then you could encase it in—”

The President interrupted. “If she found a
way to shield her device from cosmic rays, would that explain why
our satellites can’t see it?”

Kayne sighed. “I suppose so. But as I said,
the power supply alone would be enormous. Shielding it would be
prohibitively expensive. And there would be no reason to shield the
whole thing because all she really needs to shield is the
computer’s core.”

“What if she built the
whole thing in a cave?” asked Thunder

Kayne rolled his eyes. “There aren’t many
caves that big near Cambridge, Massachusetts, at least none with
the proper kind of rock.”

“And the few that do
exist, you already checked?”

Kayne nodded.

“But if she did build it
in a cave,” said Thunder, “your satellites wouldn’t be able to find
it, right?”

Kayne smiled tolerantly. “If the cave were
deep enough, and the rock were thick enough, and it was the right
mineral composition, perhaps. But there’s no place like that within
hundreds of miles of where she lives. And if she made regular trips
beyond that, we would have known about it.”

“So you checked that
too?”

“Of course we
did.”

“Did she go
anywhere?”

“Yes, to visit her family
once or twice a month.”

“Where do they
live?”

“In Virginia. Her mother’s
in a nursing home. Not far from here, in fact. And there’s not a
cave in sight.”

“I see,” said Thunder. He
rose to leave.

The others stood on reflex.

Thunder turned to the President. “Sir, I’ll
do everything I can to help you find Geemunu.”

Shiloh extended his hand. “Thank you, John.
You have no idea how much this means to me.”

They shook. With a nod to Kayne, Thunder
started toward the door.

“Commander,” the President
called after him. “The country’s counting on you. In fact, the
whole world’s counting on you.”

The words sent a shiver
down Thunder’s spine. He turned back. The President might be young,
and he might be new to his job, but there was no mistaking the
voice of command.

“We’ve been chasing our
tails on this for far too long,” said Shiloh. “I don’t know how
much time we have left.”

Their eyes met.

“Find her,” ordered the
President, “and find that god damn computer.”

Thunder had to resist the
urge to salute. “Yes sir,” he replied. He spun on his heels. In a
few, quick strides he was out the Oval Office.

He hoped for good.


Chapter 3

 


“Professor?” asked the
voice over the intercom.

Dr. Alfred Nordstrom sighed and placed his
pen on the desk. “Yes, Melissa.”

“Professor Nordstrom?” the
intercom repeated.

The old man glared at the machine. He hated
to be interrupted when he was working. “For heaven’s sake,
Melissa,” he fairly shouted at the console. “What is it?”

Once more came the voice.
“Professor, have you pressed Mute
again?”

The professor scanned the
rows of buttons on his telephone. The red LED beside the
Mute button was
blinking. He slapped it in disgust.

God save us from
engineers, he thought. What kind of fool
would make a telephone so complicated that even a computer
scientist couldn’t use it? If one of his students designed
something like that he’d flunk him on the spot.

With another sigh, he swallowed his
frustration, cleared his throat, and said, “Yes Melissa, what is
it?”

“There’s a man here to see
you, Professor. A Mr. John Thunder. He said he spoke with you this
morning on the telephone.”

Nordstrom snatched the
empty pipe from his desk and slipped it in his mouth.
This morning, he
thought? I don’t recall speaking with
anyone this morning. He rocked back in his
chair and considered the problem.

He looked like a mad scientist. His hair was
a blaze of white, as thick and unruly as shag carpet. Pallid skin
clung to his lean frame as if it were too weary to go on. He wasn’t
in bad shape for someone his age—he regularly rode his mountain
bike along the paths that meandered through the neighborhood and he
sculled in the Charles River at least twice a week, a habit that
dated from his days at university—but his appearance barely
acknowledged these efforts. Not much of a surprise for an old man
who spent most of his waking hours, and many of the hours he should
have been sleeping, in front of a computer. His eyes were what gave
him away. They glowed like molten rock, two exclamation points that
announced the extraordinary intellect behind them.

From somewhere deep inside his brain, the
morning’s conversation finally bubbled into consciousness. “Oh
yes,” replied the professor. “Of course. Please send him in.”

A tall young man appeared in the doorway. He
was powerfully built, like a statue from the Parthenon.

Youngish, the professor corrected
himself when he stepped closer, noting the eyes that looked so much
older than their host.

They shook hands. The professor couldn’t
help but notice the restrained power of the grip.

He waved his guest to a chair in front of
his desk before seating himself behind it.

“Thunder,” repeated
Nordstrom as he settled into his chair. He slid the mouthpiece of
his pipe comfortably between his teeth. “Is that a Native American
name?”

“No sir.”

Nordstrom paused, waiting for more. Nothing
came.

“Hmmm,” he rumbled as he
squeezed the bowl of his yellowed, meerschaum pipe. These days,
because of the anti-smoking Nazis, it served as nothing more than a
pacifier for an old man. He longed to light it once again, for old
times’ sake, but even that simple pleasure was no longer permitted
in this building, or any other on campus.

He stared hard at his visitor. “Well then,
Mr. Thunder, what can I do for you?”

“I’d like to ask you some
questions about Cassandra Geemunu.”

The professor’s expression soured. “Not
another interrogation.” He yanked the pipe from his teeth and
jabbed it at Thunder. “Aren’t you people ever going to get tired of
asking me the same questions over and over?”

“What people?”

“The government,” snapped
Nordstrom. “The FBI, the DIA, the NSA, the CIA, and every other
agency with three initials. You all come marching in here with the
same questions and you all leave with the same answers. Why don’t
you simply talk to one another? Have you ever thought about that?
Imagine how much heartache that would have spared us all on
9/11.”

He sighed and rattled off his standard
disclaimers. “Look, I don’t know where Cassy is. I don’t know who
might have abducted her. I really can’t help you, I’m sorry.”

“Might have abducted her?”

Nordstrom eyed him suspiciously. “That’s
what everybody’s been telling me. I assume they know what they’re
talking about.”

“But you know
better.”

“I beg your
pardon?”

“You know she went into
hiding because she was tired of being under
surveillance.”

Nordstrom stood. He turned his back and
faced the window. With his hands clasped behind him he squinted
into the sunlight. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“She suspected that
someone was watching her,” Thunder said. “So she used her quantum
computer to break into the government’s networks and confirm that
she was under surveillance. She was so upset about it that she
dropped out of sight.”

The professor turned from the window, unable
to hide his surprise. “If you know so much, Mr. Thunder, why are
you talking to me?”

“Because I need your help
to find her.”

Nordstrom lifted his hands helplessly. “You
assume that I know where she is.”

“No sir, I don’t. I assume
that she knew you’d be questioned. She didn’t tell you where she
was going so you wouldn’t have to lie.”

Nordstrom said nothing. But he was suddenly
aware that he was not dealing with an ordinary intellect. After a
lengthy pause, he nodded.

“But that doesn’t mean you
haven’t thought about it, sir. Knowing her as well as you do, you
probably have some idea where she is.”

“Do you read minds, Mr.
Thunder?”

“No sir, but I try to pay
attention to people.”

“Which you appear to do
quite well,” said the professor. He returned to his chair behind
the desk. “So you already know that I would never in any way betray
Cassy’s confidence, which means that I will not even speculate
about where she might be.”

“Unless you believe it to
be in her best interest.”

The professor stifled a sigh. He was
beginning to lose interest in this conversation. “And why would I
believe that?”

“Because the government
thinks she’s in danger.”

“The government is the
danger!” Nordstrom shouted.

“They want to protect
her.”

Nordstrom slammed his fist on the desk.
“Who’s going to protect her from them? They bugged her phones. They
read her email. They followed her everywhere she went. Not because
she committed a crime but because they’re out of control. You’re
the living proof. Why else would they send some kind of commando
here to find her?”

“I’m not a
commando.”

Nordstrom stared at his visitor, at the
granite-like arms and the chest that strained the windbreaker. At
the eyes that cataloged every object in the room though barely
looking at them. His lined face wrinkled into a frown. “I may be a
college professor, Mr. Thunder, but I’m not entirely naïve. If
you’re not a commando, or a secret agent, or whatever they call
them these days, what are you?”

“A tracker.”

“A what?”

“A tracker. I find missing
people.”

With a skeptical scowl, Nordstrom asked,
“For the government?”

“I don’t work for the
government. But they did ask me to find Geemunu.”

“Then you are working for
the government, which means you’re working against her, so there’s
nothing more for me to say.”

Thunder shrugged. He
stood, as if preparing to leave. “Did you
see the President’s last press conference, about two weeks
ago?”

Nordstrom sighed. “I don’t pay much
attention to political theater.”

“You missed a pretty good
show,” said Thunder. “He spent most of the time explaining how a
top-secret intelligence briefing wound up on a public Web
site.”

“So what? Leaks happen all
the time.”

“The people who sent me
think that Geemunu did it.”

Nordstrom almost laughed, until he noticed
that Thunder wasn’t smiling. “You’ve got to be kidding. Even the
United States Government isn’t that paranoid.”

“She disappeared the day
after it happened.”

“That’s a
coincidence.”

“You said she used her
quantum computer to break into government networks.”

“I didn’t say that,” the
professor replied. “You did.”

He rose and stepped around the desk until he
stood directly in front of Thunder. He glared up at him. “Here’s
what I do say about Cassy. She’s as much of a threat to the United
States as Katie Couric. The only crime she’s guilty of is believing
that this is still a free country. When federal agents invaded her
privacy and violated her civil rights, with no justification
whatsoever, she took exception to that. Who can blame her?

“But I will give you one
piece of information to take back to your masters.” He tapped his
pipe against Thunder’s chest. “Cassy Geemunu would never compromise
the security of her country. Never in a million years. If you knew
her as well as I do, Mr. Thunder, you would be ashamed for even
considering that possibility.”

“Professor, I’m not here
to throw her in jail. I’m here to warn her. Our government is the
least of her problems. If they don’t find her, then someone else
will. Someone who won’t give a damn about due process or civil
rights.”

Nordstrom swallowed hard. He hadn’t thought
of that.

“If we’re lucky,” said
Thunder, “I’ll get to her before that happens. But I need your
help.”

Nordstrom walked back to the window and
glanced outside. The quad was teeming with students. Young, bright,
full of potential. They would change the world someday, if they
ever got the chance. Without a word he turned and seated himself
behind his desk.

Thunder, too, sat down.

For nearly a minute, neither spoke.

“She calls me from time to
time,” Nordstrom said at last, “to tell me how she’s
doing.”

“Your phone is tapped,”
said Thunder.

Nordstrom froze. That hadn’t occurred to him
either. But it wasn’t really a surprise. “No matter,” he said, “we
both use encryption.”

“The NSA breaks encryption
for a living.”

“Not ours,” the old man
replied with a twinkle in his eye. “I wrote it myself.”

For the first time, Thunder smiled.

“There’s no schedule for
our conversations,” Nordstrom explained as he shuffled some
meaningless papers on his desk. “She calls whenever she feels the
need to talk to somebody. In fact, she called first thing this
morning. She’s an early riser, assuming she goes to bed at
all.”

“What did she
say?”

Nordstrom settled his elbows on the blotter.
“The usual things. She’s fine. She’s a little lonely. She wanted to
know if anyone else was asking about her. I told her there was just
the one.”

“You told her about
me?”

“No,” Nordstrom replied,
waiving his pipe dismissively, “you called after she did. I told
her about the other fellow, the one who was here yesterday. He came
by about lunchtime. He was just like all the rest of them. I told
him the same thing I told everyone else, which was
nothing.”

“Who does he work
for?”

The professor paused. “I don’t know. I just
assumed he was from the government.”

“You didn’t
ask?”

The professor shook his head.

“He didn’t show you any
ID?”

“You haven’t shown me any ID.”

Thunder reached into his hip pocket and
pulled out his wallet. He produced a plastic card and tossed it on
the desk in front of the professor.

Nordstrom frowned. “That’s just a driver’s
license.”

“It’s the only ID I’ve
got.”

The professor handed it back.

“What did he look like?”
Thunder asked as he pocketed his wallet.

The professor leaned back in his chair,
clasped his hands behind his head, and stared at the ceiling.

“Bland,” he replied after
a moment’s reflection. “Average height, average weight, average
suit. Or maybe it was a sport coat. I really don’t remember. He was
the kind of person who doesn’t make much of an impression one way
or the other.”

“Did you leave him alone
in this room at any point during your conversation?”

The professor lifted his eyebrows. “Did I
what?”

“Did you leave the room
for any reason? Did he ask you to go get something?”

The professor pushed his chair away from the
desk and leaned forward, his elbows on his knees.

“Yes,” he nodded slowly.
“He asked me for a cup of coffee. As I said, we met around
lunchtime. Melissa was out of the office—she’s my secretary—so I
had to get it myself.”

He was about to ask why it mattered when
Thunder put a finger to his lips. Without a word, he stepped around
to the front of the desk, gently motioning the professor out of the
way. He examined the surfaces hidden inside the knee well. Then he
ran his fingertips clear around the lip where the desktop overhung
the base. Next he turned to the objects on the desk, lifting each
one and examining it closely. Nothing escaped his scrutiny. The
desk lamp, the blotter, the books, the computer and its
peripherals, even the paperclip dispenser, every object on the desk
had to pass muster before he would move to the next. When finally
he came to a picture of Nordstrom’s family, he studied the back
plate, paying particular attention to the area hidden by the
support that angled out from the frame. He turned it upside down
and held it up to the glow of the desk lamp. He nodded slowly and
directed Nordstrom’s attention to a small, pill-like shape wedged
into the crevice where the stand intersected the frame.

The professor’s eyes widened.

Thunder set the frame back where he found
it. He grabbed a notepad and pen and scribbled the words “Want to
take a walk?”

The professor nodded.

Thunder quietly tore off the page along with
several below it and shoved it in his pocket. In a nonchalant tone,
he asked, “But your best guess is that he was with the government?”
He looked expectantly at Nordstrom and nodded.

“Uh… yes…that’s the way he
sounded,” the professor replied. “They all sound the same to
me.”

“Thank you, Professor. I
very much appreciate your time. If you’ll let me take a quick look
at Geemunu’s personnel files, I’ll be on my way.” Thunder jerked a
thumb toward the door.

“Certainly,” Nordstrom
said, “they’re just down the hall.” He started to follow Thunder
but stopped. “Wait a minute,” he said,
spinning back toward his desk. “I need to leave myself a quick
note.”

He speed-dialed the phone,
waited a moment, and spoke slowly and precisely. “For tomorrow’s
lecture, review notes about the latest quantum key distribution
experiments at Los Alamos. Assignment for class: Design a system
that can maintain the necessary quantum coherence across multiple
hops on the Internet.”

He hung up and noticed
Thunder staring at him. The professor smiled. “Sometimes I treat
voicemail like a secretary. That way I can use voice recognition
software to transcribe my notes. It’s very handy when Melissa is
off or when I’m traveling.”

They left the office and passed through the
reception area.

Thunder leaned toward him
and whispered, “Is your voicemail encrypted?”

Nordstrom stopped. He shook his head.

“Then whatever notes
you’ve been dictating are now in the hands of the people who tapped
your phone. That could explain how they know so much about
Geemunu’s project.”

The professor’s mouth hung
open.

They started walking again
and rounded a corner where Thunder collided with a man who appeared
to be in an awful hurry.

The man apologized, obviously
embarrassed.

“Shahid,” Nordstrom
exclaimed, “I had no idea you were in town this month. I thought
you were still in the Kingdom.”

“Excuse me, Alfred,” the
man replied, “I had no idea you had a visitor.”

He was tall and olive-skinned, late
twenties, with a dashing elegance about him. He was breathing
rapidly, as if he had just run up the stairs.

The professor smiled uneasily. “I’m, uh, I’m
just on my way to lunch.” He turned to Thunder. “Mr. Thunder, this
is Dr. Shahid Irhabi, an esteemed colleague and a great friend of
the Institute.”

Thunder shook hands with him, “Pleased to
meet you, Doctor.”

“And I you,” replied
Shahid, bowing slightly. He turned to Nordstrom and said “I won’t
keep you Alfred.” He smiled broadly as he stepped out of the way.
“But I was hoping we could get together this afternoon for a game
of chess.”

“Yes, yes indeed,” the
professor answered. “I would enjoy that. How about four
o’clock?”

“See you then,” Shahid
said. He turned to Thunder, inclined his head slightly, and said,
“It was a pleasure meeting you.” With that he headed briskly past
them up the hall.

“A delightful young man,”
the professor said as they walked down the two flights of stairs to
the street. “He’s a prince, you know, a member of the Saudi royal
family. A minor member to be sure—one of thousands, I hear—but
obscenely wealthy nevertheless.”

They exited the building by a side door.

“He’s also a friend of
Cassy’s,” the professor added. “I’m sure he’s as worried about her
as we are.”

“Have the two of you
discussed where you think she is?”

“No,” Nordstrom replied
quickly. “And I don’t intend to. He and Cassy were very close once
but…well, that’s in the past.”

They rounded the Fairchild building, where
the Professor had his office, and made their way across a carefully
manicured lawn surrounded by other academic buildings.

“Is he in computers, too?”
Thunder asked.

Nordstrom’s mind was already on something else.
“What? Oh, you mean Shahid? Yes, he was one of my students. Now he
teaches here. Very capable. His specialty is hardening security
systems against cyber attacks.”

“Does he know what
Geemunu’s been working on?”

Nordstrom had to think about that. “He and I
have never talked about it but I’m sure they must have. After all,
they were a...a...”

“A couple?”

“Yes, for a
while.”

“But not
anymore?”

The old man sighed. “Not for some time.”

The lawn at lunchtime was full of students.
The men resumed their walk, weaving through knots of young people.
They paused for traffic at Vassar Street.

“You discovered a
microphone on my picture frame?” the professor asked.

Thunder nodded. He led them between two
convertibles stopped at the intersection.

The professor shook his head in disgust.
“You see what she had to put up with. You see why she had to get
out of here. When your own government puts a bug in your
office…good lord.”

Thunder affected the relaxed air of a
tourist. He glanced with interest at the historic buildings, so
plentiful in that part of town. “I doubt it was the government,” he
said.

“Then who in blazes was
it?” demanded the professor.

Without turning his head, Thunder casually
replied, “Probably those two men behind us.”

Nordstrom started to turn around.

“Don’t look back,” Thunder
told him. “Look ahead the way you normally do. Act as if we’re
engrossed in conversation.”

“Where are
they?”

Thunder continued walking as calmly as if he
were taking a stroll along the beach. “About a block back, jeans
and sport coats, one on each side of the street.”

The professor strained to keep from looking.
“Who are they? Why are the following us?”

“My guess is they’re
trying to find Geemunu,” Thunder replied, “just like I am, and from
the look of them we don’t want that to happen.”

Nordstrom forced himself to keep his eyes
forward and place one foot in front of the other but his thoughts
were racing at full throttle. He’d been interviewed by at least a
dozen government flunkies. All of them were the enemy as far as he
was concerned. But there was something different about Thunder.

“She once told me her
brother had a hunting cabin,” he blurted. “In Virginia, near a town
called Little Washington. Do you know where that is?”

Thunder nodded.

“She spent a lot of time
there when she was a little girl. Said it was the most beautiful
place on earth. She never mentioned it after that. But I always
assumed that’s where she went when she needed to get away. For
someone as young as she is she’s had a pretty rough life. I think
that cabin is like her safe house where she can keep the world at
bay.”

“Caves,” said
Thunder.

“What?”

“There are a lot of caves
in the Blue Ridge Mountains.”

Nordstrom glanced at him from the corner of
his eye. “What about it?”

They paused at the intersection where Vassar
meets Massachusetts Avenue and waited for the light.

“If you wanted to build a
quantum computer,” said Thunder, “would you build it in a
cave?”

The light changed, allowing them to cross,
but the professor stood as if rooted to the concrete.

“Good lord,” he said, “how
stupid can one man be?” He stared at Thunder. “Of course you would
build it in a cave. That’s exactly
where you would build it.”

He stepped into the intersection. A shiny,
new Mini Cooper flew around the corner. Thunder grabbed him by the
shoulders and yanked him backward. The car missed by inches.

Nordstrom was oblivious. “Don’t you see?” he
said, his eyes gleaming. “She used to disappear for a week or two
at a time. I thought she was in a library somewhere doing research.
But she was building the device. There, in the mountains, where no
one could find her. Where no one could see what she was doing.
Where no one could get in her way.”

With one hand on the professor’s shoulder,
Thunder guided him across the street. “Didn’t she tell you what she
was doing?”

Nordstrom shook his head. “No, not until she
was finished. All she shared with me was her research, the work she
did on paper. It was pure genius. Absolutely brilliant. One after
another, she kept solving problems in theoretical physics that had
stumped the finest minds in the world. But they were just theories,
Mr. Thunder, calculations, and proofs, and formulas. I never
dreamed she was actually building the thing.

“When she told me she was
finished, I was flabbergasted. Speechless. The truth is, I had
trouble believing her. In science, and especially in technology,
you don’t just jump twenty years ahead of everybody else. Not these
days. And you certainly don’t do it alone in a cave in the middle
of nowhere.

“I asked to see it, of
course. Begged is more like it. She promised to show it to me
before she unveiled it to the rest of the world. Then she
disappeared.”

“You don’t think her
brother would mind her building a quantum computer in his
backyard?”

“Her brother is dead,”
Nordstrom replied. “He was a soldier. Killed in some kind of covert
action seven or eight years ago.”

“Where?” asked
Thunder.

The professor shrugged. “I don’t think even
Cassy knows that. The Army was very tight-lipped about it.”

They covered the next half a block without
speaking.

“Have you told anyone else
about the cabin?” Thunder asked.

“No, I’ve never mentioned it to anyone.
Nor did she as far as I know.”

“Why did you tell
me?”

The professor shook his head and stared at
the sidewalk. “I don’t know. If she really is in trouble…” He
jammed his hands into his pockets. “I suppose you have to trust
somebody.”

They reached another intersection, this one
without a light. Thunder very deliberately looked both ways before
they crossed. “They’re still behind us,” he said when they reached
the far curb. “Time for us to split up.”

He extended his hand. “It was a pleasure
meeting you, Professor. And thanks.”

“Wait,” said Nordstrom,
“where are you going?”

Thunder just smiled and shook his hand, as
if they were ending a pleasant conversation and going their
separate ways.

Reluctantly, the professor nodded. “If you
find her…” he began, and swallowed hard.

Thunder placed a hand on his shoulder and
gave a gentle squeeze. “I’ll tell her.”

He turned. But before he walked away, he
glanced back and uttered a single word. “Don’t.”

The professor’s eyes blinked rapidly. “Don’t
what?”

“Don’t trust anyone,” said
Thunder. He stepped around the corner and disappeared.


Chapter 4

 


Thunder continued along
Massachusetts Avenue, a couple blocks from campus. The architecture
here was a unique blend of historic brick fronts and modern office
buildings. Each side of the street was lined with eateries and
specialty shops. He came to a small café and stepped inside. After
a quick scan of the menu, he grabbed a plastic-wrapped turkey
sandwich from a basket full of them and filled a glass with iced
tea. He paid for the meal and took a seat with the rest of the
late-lunch crowd, his back to the window, and began to eat as if he
didn’t have a care in the world. But he kept his eye on the street
behind him by watching the reflection in a display case full of
freshly baked breads.

Both men were still
tailing him. They were split up as before, each working one side of
the street. The one with bleached hair entered a bookstore across
the way. Thunder could see him peeking through a display of
bestsellers arranged in the front window. The second man, as tall
and plumped with steroids as a pro wrestler, remained on Thunder’s
side of the street. He walked past the café, pretending to be
casual about it, and positioned himself up the block at a sidewalk
table in front of a bagel shop. He bought a newspaper and pretended
to read it.

Thunder considered his
next move. He knew the young woman hadn’t been kidnapped but that
could change at any moment. The men following him looked like
mercenaries. They could be working for anyone, the US government,
another government, or some other interested party, which covered
an awful lot of ground. One thing was certain, nobody had her best
interests at heart. Even the good guys just wanted her for the
computer. Somehow that didn’t seem right.

He took one last bite of
his sandwich, swallowed what was left of his iced tea, and stepped
outside. By habit he glanced at the sky, a dusty blue, and sniffed
the moist air like a wild animal. He decided it would rain before
nightfall.

He crossed the street and
strolled toward the bookstore. Inside, he browsed the aisles as if
he were searching for a particular title. He reached into his shirt
pocket and pulled out a scrap of paper to which he kept referring
while he scanned the shelves. He was so focused on what he was
doing that he accidentally bumped into the man with the bleached
blond hair. Each mumbled an apology and resumed their separate
paths through the store.

The man was on his cell
phone the moment Thunder disappeared down the aisle. “We made
incidental contact,” he told his partner. “I can’t follow him any
longer or he’ll recognize me.”

“Understood,” came the
reply, “I’ll pick him up when he leaves the store.”

“You have to stay on him
until we can move another team into position.”

“Roger that.”

At the far end of an
aisle, Thunder turned his back to the rest of the store and went
through the wallet he’d just acquired. He found a Virginia driver’s
license that described the blond man as Gregory Krebs, from
Arlington. His business card said he was a Consultant but there was no company
listed, no specialty, and no address. Just a phone number. He
slipped a notepad from his hip pocket and copied the number, the ID
and address from the license, as well as two credit card
numbers.

He put everything back
where he found it and headed out of the store, choosing a path that
would force him to squeeze by Krebs, who was casually browsing
through a collection of travel books up front. Thunder smiled and
excused himself as he nudged past, placing a friendly hand on the
man’s shoulder while the other slipped inside his sport coat and
dropped the wallet back in place. But he grabbed the cell phone,
just in case

 


Across the street, Sid
Drake watched Thunder leave the store. He waited until his back was
turned before he rose to follow him. When you’re three hundred
pounds of solid muscle spanning a six-and-a-half-foot frame, you
tend to draw attention, even in a crowd.

Drake moved casually along
the street, with the grace of the professional athlete he had once
tried to be, pretending to browse shop windows while keeping an eye
on Thunder’s reflection from across the street. He loved the
misdirection stuff, where you could look one way but still keep
tabs on someone behind you. Surveillance was a piece of cake
compared to some of the other jobs he’d been asked to
do.

He allowed the distance to
vary between him and his mark. Sometimes he was a block behind,
sometimes two or three times that, but he never let Thunder out of
his sight. That was Rule Number One. Rule Number Two was to make
sure the guy you were following never caught on.

As far as Drake could
tell, Thunder was unaware of his tail. He moved unhurriedly, paying
no particular attention to his surroundings. But the guy sure must
love coffee because he just stepped into another café.

Drake passed outside as if
he were on his way somewhere else and managed to catch a quick
glimpse of Thunder settling into a booth in the rear. He took up a
position on a street corner half a block away with line of sight to
the front door of the shop. Then he waited, his eyes never leaving
that spot.

As the minutes dragged by,
he began to feel butterflies in his stomach. Technically, he was in
violation of Rule Number One because Thunder was out of sight. But
if he poked his head inside the shop to reestablish visual contact
he might violate Rule Number Two and spook his prey. He couldn’t
afford to do that.

A few minutes later he
decided to take the risk. He bought a newspaper from a sidewalk
stand, tucked it under his arm, and strolled as casually as he
could into the coffee shop. He stood by the front counter and
glanced thoughtfully at the menu, hand-lettered in multicolored
chalk on a blackboard that hung from the ceiling. He hated yuppie
places like this, with their too-cute-for-words signs and coffee
names longer than an elephant’s—

“May I help you?” asked
the skirt behind the counter.

He glanced toward
Thunder’s booth and saw his blue jacket hanging on a coat
hook.

Why not?
he decided. Might as well order something. If he
was going to have to follow this prick all day long he would need
enough energy to stay alert. He asked the girl for a double
espresso—grande—and a Danish, which were as close as he was going to get to
a decent cup of coffee and a doughnut in a dump like
this.

He took a bite of the
Danish and headed toward the rear of the shop, beyond where Thunder
was sitting, to the last booth in the aisle. When he passed the
blue jacket he nearly choked. The booth was empty. He dropped his
tray on the table and spun around. From where he was standing, he
could see every table in the store.

No Thunder.

“Shit!”

He bolted down the little
corridor that led to the rear exit, knocking aside two girls who
were coming his way. He ducked into the men’s room. It was empty.
The window was sealed and painted over. No way out.

The women’s room was
locked. He shouldered his way inside, splintering the jamb where
the dead bolt bit into the wood. There was a fat lady sitting on
the john. She screamed like she was about to be raped.
You should be so lucky,
he thought as he leaped out the door and raced toward the emergency
fire exit at the end of the hall. He blew through it and set off
the alarm.

He found himself in an
alley behind the shop. His breath was coming rapidly, more from
anger than exertion. That fucking prick had played him. Made him
look like a fool. Nobody did that to Sid Drake.

Nobody.

There was no sign of
Thunder in the alley, or anyone else. Just a couple of parked cars,
a van, and the stink of rotting garbage. To his left the alley was
blocked by a tall, wrought-iron fence. Couldn’t have gone that way.
So he spun right and ran toward the street.

He was almost past a
doorway when a shadow registered on his peripheral vision. With the
trained reflexes of a combat veteran, he twisted toward it but was
half a second too late. Something slammed into his solar plexus. He
fought to draw a breath that was no longer there and felt himself
yanked from the ground like a child and bounced off the brick wall.
His body slid helplessly to the pavement before he blacked
out.

He came to on his back,
staring at a pale blue sky, the stench of something dead nearby. He
sat up and saw a pair of rats scurry under a dumpster. With a shake
of his head he tried to clear the cobwebs from his brain. He tested
each limb to see what still worked. Nothing was broken.

He felt like a bomb had
exploded inside his chest. Once, in Ramallah, he was hit
center-mass by a sniper’s bullet. The ceramic plate in his vest
stopped it but the impact knocked him clear through a rolling steel
door. Even that didn’t hurt as much as this.

He tried to make sense of
what just happened to him but it didn’t do any good. He hadn’t seen
anything or heard anything. There must have been more than one of
them, he decided. No man alive could have handled him like that
alone.

He struggled to his feet
and forced himself to take several painful breaths until his
thinking began to clear. He patted himself down. His wallet was
gone.

“Goddammit!”

He wondered how long he’d
been out. He glanced at his watch and stared in disbelief at the
band of pale flesh around his wrist where his brand new Rolex
should have been.

“Son of a
bitch!”

He bent over, hiked his
pant leg, and was relieved to find his spare wallet still strapped
around his ankle. Inside were a dozen hundred-dollar bills—twelve
was his lucky number—as well as a credit card and a driver’s
license, each in the name of Roger Mason, an alias he used from
time-to-time when he was doing work that he didn’t want traced back
to him. At least he could buy a plane ticket home.

He headed for the street,
unsteady at first, but within a few steps he was jogging. He
reached the sidewalk and stopped to scan the crowds. But he knew he
was just going through the motion. The muggers were long
gone.

So was Thunder. Now he had
to figure out how to explain that to his boss.

 


A block away, Thunder was
watching him from inside a men’s clothing store. He wore a new
sport jacket he’d just purchased, along with a baseball cap inside
of which he could tuck his ponytail. A pair of wrap-around
sunglasses completed the make-shift disguise. It wasn’t much but it
would serve the purpose as long as he maintained a discreet
distance.

He kept an eye on Drake
while he sorted through the contents of the wallet he’d just taken
from him. Along with the driver’s license he found a credit card,
twelve hundred-dollar bills, and a weathered ticket for a WWF
SmackDown. No telling whether he’d been a spectator or a
participant. He’d also taken his watch but only for effect. He
wanted to make it look like a mugging. The next homeless person he
saw would be the recipient of a generous donation.

He watched Drake whip out
his cell phone, speed-dial a number, and shove his free hand into
the pocket of his slacks. His street-fighter face was knotted in
rage.

The phone Thunder had
taken from the guy in the bookstore started to ring. He pushed a
button to silence the thing and couldn’t resist a smile.

He saw Drake shove his own
phone into his pocket, his expression a mixture of disgust and
outrage. He stormed away.

Thunder followed on the
opposite side. He allowed a distance of two full blocks to open
between them. He watched Drake make his way to a small park nestled
between two brownstones, where he settled uneasily onto a bench and
waited, a dozen fearless pigeons milling at his feet. Two squirrels
were burying acorns nearby.

Thunder stepped around a
corner and kept an eye on him via the reflection in a shop window
across the street. He saw him snatch the phone from his pocket to
answer a call. Drake jumped to his feet, snarled something, and
hung up. But he didn’t go anywhere. He just paced nervously in
front of the bench while he kicked at whatever wildlife was foolish
enough to stray within his reach. A few minutes later the blond man
from the bookstore appeared, distracted and angry. After a brief
and brittle exchange, they headed up the block.

Thunder followed. When
they turned onto a side street, he paused behind a parked van and
watched them climb into a shiny, new Cadillac. They pulled out and
he hailed a cab. He followed them to the rental return at Logan
Airport and from there to the terminal that handles the shuttle
flights.

He watched them check in
and head to their gate, then booked himself on the same flight they
were taking, to Washington, DC. But somehow he had to get there
before they did so he could tail them when they arrived.

He watched them pass
through security and followed when they were out of sight. He found
them again in the waiting area by the departure gate. He stood
behind a pillar four gates away and waited for them to start
boarding. Just before they reached the ticket agent, he pulled out
the stolen cell phone and dialed the last caller.

Drake reached for his
phone. He got excited when he saw the Caller ID and showed it to
Krebs, who grabbed the phone and shouted, “Who is this?”

The gate attendant asked
Krebs to step away from the line if he wanted to take a call. He
glared at her but moved anyway. His partner followed. They walked
toward one of the windows that overlooked the runways.

“Who is this?” Krebs
repeated.

“Hi, this is Mitch
Fellner,” said Thunder in a tinny voice. “You don’t know me but I
found this cell phone in that cool little bookstore in Cambridge.
You know, the one with—”

“Where are you
now?”

“Jeez...it’s beeping at
me,” said Thunder. “Hold on.”

Krebs said something but
Thunder ignored him. He waited several moments before coming back
on the line. “The darn battery is low. I don’t know if—”

“That’s my phone,” Krebs
shouted. “Tell me where you are and I’ll come and get
it.”

“I’m so embarrassed,”
replied Thunder, “I have to catch a plane to Chicago in a few
minutes so I’m at the airport. I know I should have given the phone
to the folks back at the bookstore but I just thought
that—”

“Which terminal are you
in?” yelled Krebs.

“I’m just
about to board my plane,” said Thunder, “so I thought I better turn
your phone in to Lost and
Found. But I wanted to call first to see
if I could—”

“Which gate?” Krebs
bellowed. “Which terminal?”

“Let’s
see…” said Thunder, pausing for effect, “I think I’m
in Terminal B.” That was in the next building. “And I’m flying on—” He
snapped the phone closed.

“Hello?”
said Krebs. “Hello!”

No answer.

“Shit!”
he shouted loud enough to be heard in Terminal B.

“See if you can call him
back,” suggested Drake.

Krebs was already dialing.
He got dumped into his own voicemail.

“God damn it!” he snarled.
“The battery must have died.” He slammed the phone shut with both
hands.

“Hey, be careful with
that.”

Krebs gazed at the sign
overhead. It said Terminal
C.

“Jesus Christ,” he
shouted, “he’s right next door.” He was off and running before he
finished the sentence.

“We’re going to miss our
flight!”

“There’s another one in an
hour,” Krebs yelled over his shoulder. “I need that goddamn
phone.”

Drake sprinted after
him.

Behind one of the massive
columns that supported the roof, Thunder smiled. He pocketed the
phone and boarded the plane just moments before they closed the
doors for departure.


Chapter 5

 


A few hours later Thunder
was in a rented sedan following the same two men. They were half a
dozen cars in front of him, just outside the Washington Beltway on
I-66, heading due west, straight into the blinding sun as it began
to settle over the blue haze of mountains on the horizon. In thirty
miles they left the highway and proceeded toward Middleburg, a
village nestled in the rolling foothills of Virginia’s horse
country. They passed straight through town. Several miles beyond
that they turned into an unmarked country lane and vanished over a
hill.

His was the only other car
on the road at this point so he had to keep his distance. He pulled
over just below the crest of the hill, jumped out, and ran forward,
reaching the top in time to see the other vehicle turn into the
woods lining the road. It disappeared in the direction of a
palatial home that rose from the dense forest atop a hill about a
mile distant.

He shook his head in
wonder. Even among the extraordinary estates of Middleburg’s landed
gentry, this mansion was in a class by itself. Walls of wood and
glass soared above the trees, giving it the look of a ski lodge
borrowed from a hillside outside Aspen. Every light was on. The
entire house glowed like a galaxy in the approaching twilight. This
wasn’t just a nice place to live, it was an advertisement. Whoever
owned it wanted the world to know just how rich and important he
was.

Thunder left his car where
it was and plunged into the woods. The dense underbrush would have
slowed most people to a crawl but he barely lost a step as he
headed unerringly in the direction he had marked in his mind.
Fifteen minutes later he reached a driveway. He was surprised by
the quality of the roadbed. Someone had spent a fortune cutting
three wide lanes through the thick forest and paving it with a
first-class driving surface, far beyond what any private traffic
would require. Most of the public roads around here weren’t this
well built and maintained. He kept in the woods and moved quickly
along the driveway in the direction of the house.

His next surprise was the
gate. It was too tall by half and constructed of thick metal bars
reinforced and cross-braced to military specifications. You
couldn’t drive through it with a five-ton truck.

Then there was the fence.
Most exclusive properties in this part of the country were
surrounded by some kind of fencing that was designed to keep
expensive livestock safely at home. But this one stood ten feet
tall. It featured two layers of industrial-grade chain-link topped
with coiled razor-wire. And it was electrified. Unless the owner
was raising dinosaurs, this fence wasn’t built to keep livestock in
but to keep visitors out.

The guardhouse beside the
gate was similarly over-designed, with its own power supply and
satellite communications. He’d seen this sort of thing in a number
of hot spots around the world wherever the perimeter was designed
to protect a firebase from frequent attacks.

Who was this guy trying to
protect himself from? And what kind of assets was he defending? It
looked for all the world like a government installation, expect for
the fancy home.

He saw movement in the
guardhouse. He shifted his position to get a better view. The man
inside was dressed as a civilian but everything about him suggested
the opposite. He wasn’t some middle-aged, rent-a-cop moonlighting
for a few extra bucks. He was young and in prime physical
condition. His movements displayed the alert discipline and economy
of motion common to those trained for combat. The place reeked of
Black Ops, the kind of facility it would be wise to avoid at all
costs.

Thunder decided to look
around.

The sun rained fire on the
leaves overhead as it sank behind the mountains. He melted into the
undergrowth and began to scout along the fence. There were security
cameras spaced at regular intervals as far as he could see,
artfully positioned to avoid any blind spots. He didn’t recognize
the make and model, which suggested they might be something new,
probably equipped with infrared and night vision capability. Not
the kind of thing you’d install merely to ward off the
paparazzi.

He continued around the
perimeter, keeping himself hidden in the foliage, beyond what he
estimated to be the range of any heat or motion sensors, looking
for a break in the forest that might allow him to see inside the
compound. A few minutes later, he came across a small brook that
flowed under the fence and continued down a gentle slope into the
property. From there, he could see perhaps half a mile into a
larger clearing, in the middle of which stood the ski lodge he’d
seen from the road. It really did look like a private
residence—except for the fence and the razor wire—which might
explain why they kept it lit like a shopping center. They wanted it
to look like a garish case of conspicuous consumption. Note a bad
cover, actually. They were trying to hide in plain
sight.

Beyond the house were two
outbuildings, each large enough to shelter several pieces of farm
machinery or other vehicles. The nearest one bristled with antennas
and satellite dishes of various sizes. That one probably wasn’t
used for farming.

Where the fence crossed
the brook, the chain-link was insulated and anchored to the
streambed via concrete pilings.
He was calculating the odds that he could swim
between the pilings without being electrocuted when he heard
movement in the woods to his left and dropped to the ground behind
a thicket of vines.

Minutes later, two men
stepped from the woods into the firebreak cut along the fence. One
of them looked familiar but at that angle Thunder couldn’t quite
place him. With the other, the angle didn’t matter. Thunder would
have known him anywhere. He was J. MacArthur Abaddon, Vice Admiral
in the United States Navy. Eight years ago, he had been Thunder’s
boss. These days, he was Director of the National Security
Agency.

The NSA, mused Thunder, that would explain
a lot about this place.

“No Such Agency,” as the wags used to call
it. At one time it was true. It wasn’t until the Cold War was all
but over that the government was willing to acknowledge that such
an organization even existed. But things were different now. This
was the media millennium, when good press meant budget dollars. The
new NSA, though still paranoid about its secrets, had become
something of a public relations powerhouse. And Abaddon, with his
urbane charm, had become its charismatic star.

Thunder knew him when he
wasn’t so charming. Just before the invasion of Iraq, Abaddon
dispatched Thunder and his SEAL Team to Baghdad to rescue an
American soldier who’d been captured on a Special Ops mission. No
sooner was the team in place than the admiral ordered them to
assassinate the commando they’d just come ten thousand miles to
save. Said he’d gone rogue and was about to spill the details of
the coming invasion.

That’s when the mission
went straight to hell. The team was spotted and surrounded by an
entire Iraqi brigade. They managed to get out in one piece but only
because a young helicopter pilot risked his life to extract them
from the worst firefight any of them had ever seen. When it was all
over, Abaddon had the nerve to congratulate them. He even gave the
whole team medals. For executing one of their own. Thunder resigned
from the Navy.

He could hear the men
talking as they drew nearer. The admiral was dressed in a pea coat,
jeans, and boots. He carried a high-powered rifle slung over his
shoulder. His companion, similarly armed, was dressed in hunter’s
camouflage. A wad of chewing tobacco bulged inside his
cheek.

Thunder smiled. The
wildlife could smell that a mile away. These guys hadn’t seen
anything close enough to shoot.

They made their way along
the clearing beside the fence where the walking was easier than in
the underbrush. They passed so close to Thunder that he could make
out every word of their hushed conversation.

“You know, this is the
first time I’ve ever hunted out of season,” Abaddon was
saying.

“Don’t worry about it,”
grunted his partner. “Out here everybody does it. You can hear
gunshots in the woods year round.”

“What if
you get caught?” asked Abaddon. “Think of the
headlines: Congressman Reed
arrested for poaching deer. Imagine how
‘The Washington Post’ would love to print that.”

No wonder he looks
familiar, thought Thunder.
That’s Randolph Reed, chairman of the
House intelligence committee. He controls the purse strings for every spook
agency in the government, including the NSA.

“Believe me, Mac,” Reed
replied with his practiced drawl, “in this part of the country I
could shoot a deer on the front steps of the courthouse and nobody
would turn me in.” He grinned. “Hell, I could even shoot a
reporter.”

Thunder followed them
noiselessly, keeping enough distance to avoid discovery but staying
close enough to hear what they said. At first they talked about
hunting and the strange scarcity of deer this evening. Then the
conversation turned interesting.

Abaddon looked at his
watch. “Another few hours and we should have what we
want.”

“What about the monkey
man?” Reed asked.

Abaddon frowned, “You mean
Thunder?”

Thunder shifted slightly in the brush.

“Yeah,” said Reed, “that
super hero our boy president called in to save the day. Once he
ditched your men up in commie-town he might have located the girl’s
cabin and gotten her out of there. From what I hear, he’s like a
goddamned wild animal in the woods. I know some Spec Ops people who
swear he can follow a trail with his nose, like a damn bloodhound.
Personally, I think that’s a crock ’a shit but you gotta admit them
boys don’t spook easy.”

Thunder’s mind
raced. How do they know about the
cabin?

Reed chose that moment to
launch a giant wad of tobacco juice into the bushes. He used his
sleeve to wipe the dribble from his chin.

“He can’t walk on water,”
said Abaddon, “and he can’t fly through the air. There’s no way he
beat my guys back here because they were on the first flight out of
town. He hasn’t had time to locate her cabin.”

Reed let loose another
spurt of juice and shook his head. “I’m not so sure about that. He
sure as hell was one step ahead of us in Cambridge.”

Abaddon shot him an angry
look. “Look Randolph, I’ll take care of Thunder. You take care of
Congress. Just make sure there’s enough money for EAGLESAT buried
in the appropriations bill.”

EAGLESAT?

Thunder leaned forward, concentrating on
every word.

“Funny you should mention that,”
replied the congressman, “That’s why I asked you out
here.”

Abaddon turned to face him. In the crook of
his arm lay a Remington 700 tricked out with a custom stock, a
target barrel, and a hi-power Unertl scope.

More of a sniper’s rig
than a deer rifle, thought
Thunder.

“Mac, you know I want this
project to be a success as much as you do. But $12 billion is a lot
of money, even these days when they’ll write a check to anybody who
asks for one. And with that goddamn Boy Scout in the White House,
it’s getting a whole lot harder to hide that much cash in a funding
request, especially when we don’t want him to know about
it.”

“You’ve hidden a lot more
than that in the past,” said Abaddon.

“I know that, Goddammit,
but those times are gone.” Reed set the butt of his rifle on the
ground and leaned against a tree. He shoved his hands into his
pockets and spit a stream of dark goo into a wild azalea six feet
away.

“The goddamn financial
bailout is bleeding us dry,” said Reed with a sigh. “We used to
have a blank check but these days our budget gets more attention
than a tattoo on a pole-dancer’s ass.”

“Come on Randolph, you run
your committee like a dictator. What do you care what anybody else
thinks?”

Reed smiled. “Even a
dictator needs allies, Mac. Unlike you, I need to run for
reelection every two years. And like every other politician in
Washington, I’ll do whatever it takes to win. Even if it means I
have to play by the rules for a spell.”

“This is about homeland
security,” Abaddon shot back, “for the war against
terror.”

“Old news,” said Reed,
hefting his rifle and checking the sight. “We’ve already milked
that cow for all it’s worth. We might be able to maintain spending
at the current level for a year or two but even that’s a crap
shoot. The natives are restless. Growing our piece of the pie is
out of the question.”

“Then cut back on other programs,”
Abaddon replied. “We need that money, Randolph. Our national
security is at stake.”

Reed rolled his eyes.

Abaddon held his thumb and index finger slightly
apart. “We’re this close to making EAGLESAT operational.”

Reed glared at him.
“That’s what you said the last time you asked for money, and the
time before that. But I’m still waiting for results. We don’t even
know if the goddamn thing is gonna work.”

The corner of Abaddon’s
mouth arched into half a smile. “It works.”

Reed stared at him. “You
completed the tests?”

“All of them, ahead of
schedule. The technology’s even better than we hoped.”

“Why the hell didn’t you
tell me?” Randolph growled. “What kind of resolution are you
getting?”

“HDTV quality,” the
admiral replied. “Actually, it’s even better. If we took a shot of
your house, you could count the blades of grass in your front
yard.”

“From space?” said Reed,
shaking his head. “That’s impossible.”

“Not anymore.”

Reed’s mouth hung open.
“What about the sound? Can you hear—?”

Abaddon cut him off. “It’s
beyond our expectations. EAGLESAT can pick up a conversation from
the surface as clearly as a phone call. How do you think we heard
that Nordstrom character talking about the cabin?”

Thunder caught his
breath. They heard us from a
satellite? Walking along a noisy city
street? That’s impossible.

“We can hear people inside
a car,” Abaddon boasted, “or even a building.”

“What? How the
hell—?”

“If it vibrates, Randolph,
we can hear it. Roofs, walls, windows, it doesn’t matter. Our new
audio matrix decoding system is light years ahead of anything else.
We can listen in on virtually anyone, anywhere in the world. That’s
what makes it all worth the price.”

“Jesus,” whispered Reed.
He stared into the distance.

The admiral smiled.

“What about the DNA?”
asked Reed. “Have you figured out how to—”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Abaddon
replied impatiently. “The DNA sampling, the typing, everything
works flawlessly in the laboratory. But to do it from the satellite
we need more computing power. That’s why we need more
money.”

DNA? Thunder tried to piece it all together but it didn’t make
sense. What’s DNA got to do with a
surveillance satellite?

“And that’s why we need
the girl,” Abaddon continued. “Her computer will give us the
processing power we need to realize the project’s full
potential.”

“And then we’ll never have
another problem getting funding,” said Reed, all but licking his
lips, “or anything else we want.”

Abaddon frowned. “It’s not
about us, Randolph, remember that. It’s about the good of the
country.”

The congressman
smiled.

Thunder felt a chill but
not from the gentle breeze. He turned away and slipped silently
through the woods toward the road.

He already knew where the
cabin was. While his plane was waiting to take off, he used his
laptop to do a quick Internet search for the local land records.
But Abaddon’s men were going to beat him to it. He hadn’t counted
on that.

He doubled his pace and
covered the remaining distance in a flash. The light was gone when
he climbed into his car, spun it around, and stomped on the gas. In
the rearview mirror he caught a glimpse of the shining mansion on
the hill behind him, shimmering against the darkness like a dream.
A bad dream, and growing worse with every wasted moment.

 





Chapter 6

 


Ninety minutes west of the
most powerful city in the world sits Rappahannock County, an
unspoiled paradise of woods and rolling farmland that looks like
the English countryside rising slowly into the mists of the Blue
Ridge Mountains. Still sparsely settled
after three hundred years and determined to stay that way, there is
no more perfect place on the planet to be
alone with nature or simply to be alone. There is no highway noise,
no sound of aircraft flying overhead, no music blaring from your
neighbor’s living room or from passing cars. In the summer, all you
can hear are the insects and the animals that thrive in the deep
woods. In the winter you hear nothing. For those new to the
outdoors, the silence can be startling.

Cassy could still remember that feeling.
She’d been just a kid the first time her brother brought her out
here, to the log cabin he was building on fifty acres adjoining
Shenandoah National Park. She’d never felt as alone as she did that
first day in the wilderness, as if she and Billy were the last two
human beings on earth. But he loved it out here and it wasn’t long
before it cast a similar spell on her.

She was sitting on the steps that led from
the porch to the broad lawn in front of her cabin where the
laterals for the septic field were buried. She leaned back and
relaxed. Beside her was an iPhone with the ear buds wrapped around
it. There wasn’t a consistent signal this far out because
Rappahannock wouldn’t allow cell towers within its borders but the
built-in iPod worked just fine. She had to have her music.

In a pair of shorts and a tank top, she felt
overdressed for such a sticky evening, especially after the
ten-mile run she’d just completed. She was still dripping with
sweat, even after a dip in the creek and then a shower. But it was
worth it. She had clocked her best time ever. Sometimes she needed
to run just to clear her mind. She was exhausted, but in that good
way when the endorphins are coursing through your bloodstream like
a narcotic.

A pine cone dropped from a
tree and rolled downhill until it was lost in a pile of leaves. At
the edge of the clearing, a pair of chubby rabbits munched on
wildflowers. Shafts of gold flickered between the trees as the sun
crept westward, sinking slowly behind mountains covered with
emerald waves of forest. A mist lingered cloud-like above the lawn.
The grass was thick with beads of dew that glowed like embers in
the fading light. A ray of sunshine caught
an indigo bunting in mid-flight, like a flash from a camera. The
dazzling effect lasted only a moment before the bird passed from
light to shadow where its deep shades morphed into absolute
darkness, a flitting, black hole in the fabric of the universe. The
song of a locust climbed above the hum of the other insects and
lingered in the twilight. The soft, sweet scent of honeysuckle
floated on a gentle breeze.

She smiled. The moment was
perfect. Billy would have loved it. He built this cabin with his
bare hands, for times just like this. It was his favorite place on
earth.

She sighed as her thoughts
tumbled in this new direction the way they always seemed to do if
she sat here for awhile. It was hard enough to lose your only
brother but it was even harder when you didn’t know what happened
to him. Or why.

Eight years,
she thought. Wasn’t time supposed to heal all
wounds? If that were really true, then why was she still
waiting?

In the darkness beyond the
clearing a deer coughed. She heard it stepping through last year’s
leaves, nudging them aside with its nose to harvest some morsel
underneath. From the creek below, the
haunting note of a whippoorwill rose like a memory in the fading
light. Goose bumps budded along her bare skin. She rubbed her arms
as if she were cold and thought about fixing something to eat. Not
yet, she decided, even though she was famished from the run. This
was her favorite part of the evening and she wasn’t about to waste
it.

Her eyes wandered the
clearing. The twilight was vanishing over the mountains. A young,
white-tailed buck appeared at the edge of the woods and began to
nibble at the ground. A hawk floated overhead, riding the thermals
in an ever widening circle, flapping his wings from time to time
when it suited him.

To her left a rotten
branch snapped and tumbled to the forest floor. She knew what made
the sound before the echo faded. She smiled. She was alone in the
approaching darkness, surrounded by hundreds of square miles of
wilderness, and yet she felt
safer here at night than she did in broad
daylight back home.

A gentle breeze ruffled leaves in the
treetops. She blinked up at the sky and realized she’d nearly
fallen asleep. Or maybe she had. In these woods it didn’t really
matter. She roused herself and glanced at her watch only to
remember that she wasn’t wearing one.

Who needs a watch when you have the sun and
the moon and the stars?

How easy it was to lose track of time out
here, to lounge on these steps and listen to the forest come alive
in its nighttime routine. The crickets and the tree frogs were
their usual, noisy selves, drowned out occasionally by the
determined call of a cicada. Just down the hill from the cabin she
could hear the brook that meandered through the property, boiling
and bubbling over its rocky bed. There was a plop as a beaver slid
from a log and dropped into the deep pool that collected against
the dam that he and his family had built. Somewhere among the pin
oaks that bordered one side of the clearing she could hear the
careful passage of a small creature, probably a fox skirting the
open space.

None of these sounds alarmed her, even in
the pitch darkness that preceded the rise of the moon. She knew
them all. She knew them as well as she knew the sound of a car
rolling down the street back home, or an air conditioner kicking in
somewhere in the old neighborhood on a steamy, summer night. This
was her world, a world at peace, a world governed by the soothing
rhythm of a natural order undisturbed by man.

Then the rhythm stopped. She heard the
creature pause as it moved around the clearing. It was just a minor
change, almost unnoticeable, but enough to jar her to a level of
greater awareness. The fox—she was certain now that it was a
fox—had probably been making its way to the creek where it was
likely to find the best hunting. But it must have located suitable
prey nearer by. She listened, waiting for the telltale sound of the
chase or the kill. She heard neither. A minute passed, then
another. Suddenly, the fox bolted in the opposite direction, away
from the cabin and up the hill that led into the national park.

Cassy was sitting up now, listening hard for
whatever had startled the animal. In these woods there was little
that such a creature was afraid of, except for a stray hunting dog,
or worse, its owner. Then she heard it, the brittle echo of metal
scraping against metal. It was faint and far off but she could tell
it was coming from the direction of the long, unpaved driveway that
led to her cabin. She strained her ears and heard it again from a
slightly different direction.

She had visitors, she realized, and more
than one of them. Worse, she hadn’t heard the sound of a car
crunching along the gravel lane that connected her property with
the outside world. A racket like that would have carried far on a
quiet evening, which meant that the intruders had traveled nearly
two miles on foot in the dark. That was a long hike on such a
steamy night. She felt herself tense like a wildcat ready to
spring. Whoever was coming had gone to a great deal of trouble to
take her by surprise.


Chapter 7

 


Krebs heard the incautious sound to his
right.

Drake, you idiot!
The man could bend rebar with his teeth but he
didn’t have the brains of a sand flea.

Another sound came from his left.

Goddammit!

His men weren’t taking this job seriously.
He glared at them through the forest. He knew what they were
thinking. All they had to do was to capture a girl and take her
back to headquarters. What could be easier than that? But he knew
better. It was always the things you took for granted that had a
nasty habit of surprising you.

Like this morning. Nobody at headquarters
had bothered to brief him and his team about that guy they were
supposed to follow in Cambridge. So they took him for granted and
sure enough he surprised the hell out of them. He shed the tail
like a pro, which, it turns out, is exactly what he was.

A fuckin’ SEAL, for
chrissake.

Like they really needed that. It was bad
enough the guy made them look like a bunch of idiots. But Krebs was
the lucky idiot who got to explain the screw up to Col. Schiten.
Despite twenty years in the army and four tours in Iraq, he felt a
cold shiver run down his spine. Schiten was not somebody you wanted
to piss off.

More noises came from his men. He shook his
head. Real professionals didn’t make stupid mistakes, even with a
job as easy as this one. He wanted to slap some sense into them but
they were too close to their objective to break formation. Maybe
they’d pull their heads out of their asses in time to figure it
out.

They did. As they approached the cabin the
noise faded and his men moved like ghosts, just the way they were
trained to do. They covered the remaining distance slowly, very
slowly. There was no need for haste at this point but there was a
great need for quiet.

Behind a tree trunk that was snapped in half
over a boulder, Krebs peered into the clearing. His eyes had long
since grown accustomed to the darkness so he ignored the night
vision goggles that dangled from his neck. He was looking at the
front of the cabin, from a sharp angle. The girl was nowhere in
sight but there was a light inside. She was probably cleaning up
after dinner or maybe she was getting ready for bed. An intriguing
image popped into his head of her taking a shower but he shook it
off. Best not to think about that kind of stuff right now. He
needed to keep his head clear for the mission.

He scanned the target area. The plan was
proceeding like clockwork. His team was in precisely the right
place at precisely the right moment, when the sky was the darkest.
On his order, they would move quickly and with overwhelming force
against their objective. Zero chance for the girl to escape. Zero
chance to screw up.

He checked his weapon again, a modified M16
assault rifle, and chambered a round. Not much chance she would
give them trouble but like any combat veteran he wasn’t willing to
bet his life on it. Once he was satisfied that everything was ready
he clicked the microphone at his throat. In reply he heard the
other four men signal that each was in place. He clicked his
confirmation and began to crawl into the clearing, a dark, mottled
shape gliding silently across the grass toward the cabin.
Simultaneously four similar shapes glided from their places of
concealment around the clearing.

It was a long crawl but he didn’t hurry. He
reached the corner of the building and crouched beside the front
porch, dripping sweat. By hand signal he confirmed that his men
were also in place, two in front and two behind the cabin, where
the girl had parked her car. The plan was for him to move to the
front window and toss in a flash-bang while the two-man teams
hammered in the front and back doors at the same time. The stun
grenade would blind and paralyze the target long enough for them to
subdue her without resistance. A simple, textbook operation. The
men had grumbled that it was overkill for this kind of job but he
overruled them. People in log cabins tend to be armed. Didn’t make
much sense to waltz into a room where somebody might be pointing a
shotgun at you. Even a girl can pull a trigger.

Slowly, careful to remain outside the view
of the front windows, Krebs pulled himself up and over the railing
and landed silently on the wooden planks of the porch. Across from
him, two members of his team did the same. He was proud of them.
They were only a few feet away from him but he never heard a sound.
Definitely in the zone.

The men in the rear signaled that they too
were in position.

Krebs clicked his throat microphone once in
reply. He slipped a flash-bang from his belt and gave the men
across the porch a hand signal. They nodded. He pulled the pin and
smashed the grenade through the front window. The explosion rocked
the cabin and flooded the clearing in a flash of white-hot light.
Before the glow could fade the teams crashed through the doors and
raced inside.


Chapter 8

 


Cassy leaped from the steps and followed the
fox. She didn’t think about it. She didn’t weigh the consequences.
She didn’t compute all possible outcomes. She just raced into the
woods with the vague understanding that his instinct would steer
him far away from the intruders, which was exactly where she wanted
to go. The sounds of his flight told her he was moving rapidly up
the hillside into the vastness of the national park. She headed in
the same direction. She moved noiselessly, the way Billy had taught
her, and covered her trail. She forced her way through vines that
grabbed at her clothes and tore at her flesh and she longed for a
pair of jeans and a flannel shirt instead of the skimpy outfit she
was wearing. Her limbs were bleeding from a dozen scratches before
she had covered fifty yards.

The level ground near the cabin gave way to
a gentle slope that gradually began to steepen. Soon, she was
heading up the side of a mountain. She climbed and climbed until
her legs ached and her heart pounded in her ears. She was tired
before she started, worn out from the evening’s hard run, but an
instinct she never knew she had told her she wasn’t yet in the
clear, so she kept going.

One by one, all would-be distractions gave
way to a single purpose, to put as much distance as she could
between herself and her cabin. Branches slapped her face but she
ignored them. Thorns ripped her clothing and skin but she paid them
no mind. Mosquitoes and biting flies in multitudes attacked her but
she refused to waste the energy necessary to slap them away. Her
lungs struggled to extract enough oxygen from air that was thick
with humidity and the rot of vegetation but she forced herself to
climb faster. Whenever she felt the urge to stop and rest she
snarled, “Suck it up Geemunu!” and kept going.

Finally, she came to a brook that was
flowing in the general direction she wished to go. She decided to
follow it for awhile, to hide her tracks, and stepped into the
water. The shock took her breath away. But it was exactly what she
needed.

She paused for nearly a minute while her
heart and lungs slowly began to recover. She leaned over and
splashed a few drops on her face. They stung like icicles but felt
wonderful. She sat down and gasped as her hips slid under the icy
current. She braced herself, drew the deepest breath she could, and
let herself sink backward until she was entirely under water. The
brook rushed over her body with a stunning chill. But it sucked the
heat, and sweat, and grime from her as if it were cleansing her
soul.

She stayed under as long as she could hold
her breath, then burst through the surface gasping for air. She
felt revived and refreshed. And thirsty.

She sat in the current and pondered this new
irony. The one thing you couldn’t afford to let happen in the
wilderness was to become dehydrated. Billy had drummed that into
her from day one. But he also cautioned her against drinking
untreated water from the local streams, which were full of
microorganisms that could bring on what the locals called “beaver
fever.” That was the last thing she needed right now.

Despite a throat that had become a scorched
and angry thing, she rose from the pool of cool, clear water
without tasting a drop. She would go thirsty as long as she could
and let the chips fall wherever they may.

She took a few steps upstream and stopped.
If her pursuers managed to follow her this far up the mountain,
wouldn’t they expect her to continue in the same direction?
Wouldn’t they think she was frightened, and tired, and desperate to
reach safety? All of which was true, of course. But she wasn’t
stupid. So she turned and waded downstream. It would cost her some
of the ground she’d already climbed and it would narrow the
distance between her and the others. But it would slow them down
more than it would her. At least she hoped so.

She moved through knee-deep water, sliding
over the slippery rocks as fast as she could, descending gradually
through the switchbacks and bends of the stream for at least a
mile. When she came to a large, flat rock, she stepped onto it and
from there to the bank.

She found herself in a grove of towering
oaks. Their broad trunks arched together like flying buttresses to
form a canopy high overhead, as if she were in a darkened
cathedral. Fragrances of wildflowers mingled with the moist,
fertile odor of decomposing leaves. The night sounds came into
focus, first and foremost the buzz of insects dining at her
expense. She slapped a mosquito that exploded against her forearm
in a smear of blood.

She was on a narrow ridge traversed by the
stream she’d been following. She crawled forward, her bare knees
poked and scraped by twigs scattered across the forest floor. She
peeked through a cluster of mountain laurel and saw a clearing far
below, her clearing. The detail was all but lost in the shadows but
her eyes were now so used to the darkness that she could just
barely make out the shape of her cabin. It looked lonely and
deserted, an abandoned oasis in a haunted wilderness. She longed to
be back there, making her supper, sipping iced tea in her favorite
rocking chair on the front porch, listening to the critters as they
went about their business in the dark.

She stared at the clearing and her cabin for
several minutes but she couldn’t detect anything out of the
ordinary. It was deserted and undisturbed, just the way she left
it.

Could it have been a false alarm? She
thought about the fox. His senses were able to perceive a great
deal more than hers. It was only natural for him to run first and
ask questions later. Any number of things might have spooked him. A
coyote, for example, there were more and more of them these days.
Or perhaps it was a bobcat or even another fox competing for the
same territory. Why hadn’t she thought about those things
before?

She laughed nervously. Talk about
overreacting! The last few weeks had made her more than a little
paranoid. She’d just run halfway up a mountain in the middle of the
night because she thought there were bad guys creeping through the
woods lusting for her blood. What would she come up with next,
little green men? She stood, hands on her hips, and stared at the
distant clearing.

Wow, what a climb!

No wonder she was exhausted, not to mention
starving and thirsty. And all for nothing. She shook her head and
laughed again. Time to go home. Time to take a long, hot bath, open
up a bottle of wine, and—

The flash nearly blinded
her. She stumbled backwards and fell, choking on a scream. The
blast rolled overhead like a clap of thunder. She sprang to her
feet and began to stumble up the mountain, scrambling forward,
frantically trying to put as much distance as she could between
herself and what she’d just seen. They, whoever they were, had just destroyed her
beloved cabin. And now they were coming after her.


Chapter 9

 


Thunder pulled off the
dirt road into a turnaround that was carved from the woods. Still
about two miles from the cabin, he knew the sound of wheels
crunching gravel would travel far on a quiet night like this and
didn’t want Abaddon’s men to know he was coming. He would cover the
rest of the distance on foot.

He moved quickly but
quietly through the woods toward the point on the map he had fixed
in his mind. He was almost there when the gentle silence of the
evening was rocked by an explosion.

Stun grenade.

He leaped forward and
accelerated until he was fairly flying through the woods. But still
he moved with ghostly silence, his senses penetrating the darkness
ahead like radar. It would accomplish nothing to come this far and
stumble into an ambush.

Through the trees, he saw
a log cabin in a clearing. He crouched low and covered the final
few yards hidden in the thickets.

On the front porch was a man dressed in the
mottled shades of standard-issue BDUs—battle dress uniforms—but
without the customary unit badges or insignias.

Mercenaries.

Thunder couldn’t stand them. They were
nothing but killers for hire, soldiers without a country, men who
had no loyalty or honor. For the right price you could buy not just
their bodies but their souls.

The one on the porch carried an M-16 rifle
and scanned the clearing like a sentry. In the back, another just
like him kept an eye on things in that direction. Movement in the
window caught Thunder’s eye. Three more mercs were inside. Two of
them were the dirt-bags he’d followed from Boston. They were
tearing up the place as if they were looking for something.
Apparently, without success. They assembled on the front porch and
waited for the man in the rear to join them. Then all five tramped
down the steps and headed into the woods in different
directions.

Looking for Geemunu, no doubt. If she had
been in the cabin, she somehow managed to escape. Thunder studied
the cloudless night sky. It would remain that way, at least until
morning. A half-moon would rise soon. That just might make it
possible for them to follow her trail.

He had to find it first.

He stayed hidden and circled the clearing. His eyes
missed nothing, even in the shadows. He could tell with a glance
where the soil had been disturbed by the faintest trace of a
footprint, or a blade of grass bent in an unnatural direction, or a
pebble dislodged by a shoe. He quickly spotted the trails made by
each of the men. But to locate her trail he didn’t use his eyes at
all, he simply followed the scent.

Most people assume that
human beings have long since lost the ability to use their nose the
way a wild animal does, to follow a trail or detect the odor of
predator or prey on the wind. But Thunder grew up in the jungle,
far from the luxury of conventional wisdom. He never had a chance
to learn what he couldn’t do. Instead, like any youngster, he
simply imitated his friends, who were the animals he played with in
the bush long before he ever met a human child. It was only natural
for him to do what he saw them do. They used their sense of smell
for everything, from hunting to foraging to running for cover. So
he did the same. It was simply a matter of survival. When he was
hungry, his nose led him to food. When he was thirsty, his nose led
him to water. When he was in danger, his nose warned him and led
him to safety. There was nothing remarkable about it. Was the human
sense of smell as powerful as that of a lion or a zebra? Not even
close. But when properly used, the nose was a whole lot more than
an ornament.

He discovered her scent
halfway around the clearing. Most American women used cologne, too
much as he was concerned, but this one didn’t use any. Her scent
was clean and natural, as if she’d just stepped out of a shower
under a waterfall. For some reason, he found that
interesting.

He examined the ground as
he followed her. He could tell she was in a hurry, yet she had the
presence of mind to hide her trail. She stepped on rocks and fallen
logs wherever she could find them because they wouldn’t leave much
of a footprint. She avoided the softest soil as well as the
thickest ground cover because those were the spots most likely to
mark her passage. Such tricks wouldn’t prevent the others from
following her but it would slow them down. Maybe long enough for
her to escape. He found that interesting too.

How would someone who was
raised in a city who spent most of her life in front of a computer
know how to hide her trail in the woods? The backgrounder they
handed him at the White House was crammed with details about her
education, her scientific accomplishments, and her extraordinary
talents. She seemed like a remarkable human being but not someone
who would be at home in the wilderness.

Except for the cabin. The
professor said she came here a lot when she was a little girl, when
her brother was still alive. Maybe he taught her something about
the woods. Or maybe she just figured it out on her own. She was
certainly smart enough.

Oddly, the backgrounder
didn’t mention the cabin or any experience she might have in the
outdoors. For that matter, it never even mentioned her
brother.

No wonder they couldn’t
find her, he thought. They didn’t know her.

He picked up his pace,
still moving as silently as a shadow. An incautious sound might
draw the mercenaries in this direction. No reason to make it easier
for them to find her trail.

He made good time until he
reached a stream where the trail disappeared. He smiled. It was the
oldest trick in the book, and the most effective. Even a bloodhound
couldn’t follow tracks under water. It would cost her some time to
wade instead of walking on dry land but it would cost anyone
pursuing her even more time to reacquire her trail. Including
him.

He didn’t have that
luxury. The mercs were not that far behind him. He had to guess
which way she’d gone and hope he was right.

He considered the problem.
From the moment she left her cabin she’d been heading up hill,
always moving deeper into the national park. She’d managed to put
some ground between herself and her pursuers. If she went
downstream, she would have to give most of that up. That wouldn’t
make sense to someone who was tired and frightened. Her natural
inclination, then, would be to head upstream, away from the men who
were hunting her.

He headed in the opposite
direction. This woman didn’t think like everyone else.

Instead of searching along
the bank, he stepped into the water to cover his tracks, just as
she had done. He didn’t want the mercs to know he was between them
and their prey.

As he moved along the
creek, his keen eyes scanned each side of the stream looking for
any sign that she had climbed ashore.

He found what he was
looking for half a mile downstream. Soggy footprints on the left
bank disappeared into a cascade of rocks that extended nearly to
the water’s edge. The signs were unmistakable.

Again he had to smile. Too
obvious. For someone who had gone to so much trouble hiding her
trail, this was like putting up a billboard that said
follow me.

But he checked it out
anyway. Whenever he tracked a human being, he tried to think like
the person he was following but he kept his options open in case he
was wrong. In this instance, he wasn’t wrong. There was no trail to
follow. She had created a decoy, a dead end that forced her
pursuers to waste still more time attempting to pick up her trail.
He nodded in appreciation. This kept getting more and more
interesting.

Downstream a couple
hundred yards, he found a similar decoy, this time on the opposite
side of the stream. There was another one a hundred yards beyond
that. He ignored both of them. They were too easy to spot. Whenever
this woman stepped out of the stream for real, she wouldn’t leave
much of a trail.

He found that spot a
quarter of a mile downstream. His eyes passed over it at first,
then returned when he sensed that something wasn’t right. On a flat
rock that jutted into the stream, he noticed a tiny patch of
moisture that shouldn’t have been there. Beyond it, a clump of moss
showed the shallow, almost invisible impression of a footprint. He
leaned over and sniffed the bank. There it was, that amazing
scent.

He stepped ashore, taking
care not to leave any sign of his presence. He could tell that she
had done the same. A field of smooth stones scattered from the
stream into the woods. By stepping from one to the next, she’d been
able to travel twenty yards from the creek without leaving even the
slightest trail, beyond the traces of her scent. The stones led to
a broad, flat rock where two faint splotches of moisture were
drying quickly in the breeze. The rock formed a ledge that looked
onto her cabin far below. He imagined her sitting here for a
moment, catching her breath, staring at her cozy little homestead,
and wondering why she was slogging through the woods in the middle
of the night instead of down there with a glass of
Chardonnay.

From the rock, he followed
her path straight uphill. She was moving faster than ever now as if
something had frightened her. Probably the blast. She seemed
determined to make up any ground she’d lost.

He had tracked all sorts
of people through the wilderness, from hikers to bikers, from kids
to criminals. He had followed reluctant spouses who’d come along
for the ride and gotten left behind as well as experienced outdoors
men and women who’d somehow lost their bearings. But he’d never
tracked anyone quite like this. Even the most experienced
wilderness types tended to tire quickly when they were under
stress. Before long, their tracks would start to weave from side to
side. They would pause more often to catch their breath. Soon, they
would seek a spot to sit or lie down, to rest before pushing
on.

She didn’t do any of that.
Beyond her brief stop on the ledge, she just kept climbing uphill
mile after mile, pushing her way through the bush, at a pace that
would have worn out most of the drill sergeants he had known. Yet
so far her tracks showed none of the telltale signs of fatigue.
Whatever she did to keep in shape, it worked.

It was nearly two hours
before her tracks began to weave ever so slightly, as if she were
finally wearing out. But still she didn’t slow down. Her strides
were as long as before, if not quite as straight. Another mile and
he saw where she finally had to stop to catch her breath. There
were other pauses after that and it was clear from her trail that
she could no longer spare the energy to cover her
tracks.

He increased his pace. He
was rapidly catching up to her but so were the others. He could
hear them behind him, far down the hill but definitely in pursuit.
They knew they had nothing to fear in the woods so they made as
much noise as they pleased.

A few minutes later, he
heard her moving through the undergrowth some distance ahead. It
was only a matter of time before those behind him could hear her
too. Unless they heard him first.

So far, he had been like a
ghost between the pursuers and the pursued, leaving no trail and
making no sound. Now he did both. Not so obviously that it would
seem like a ploy but enough to make them turn aside and follow him
instead of her. Here he stepped on a dry twig, snapping it in two
with a sharp crack that could easily be heard by the men behind
him. There he dislodged a pebble so that it would roll down the
face of a larger stone making a slight but noticeable racket. He
began to leave the kind of trail that would lead them on. The
broken twig and dislodged pebble, grass carefully flattened by the
sides of his leather moccasins in such a way that the mercs would
think the track was made by a woman, instead of a man. Gradually,
he changed course. He bent toward the north, along the slope, while
she continued on her way over the mountain, due west.

He kept on in this manner
for more than an hour, moving slowly enough for the others to gain
ground on him. And they did. He could hear them plainly now,
stretched in a skirmish line behind him. Picking up speed as they
closed on their prey. Smelling blood.

Finally, when he judged
that a suitable distance separated Geemunu from her pursuers, he
began to accelerate, leaving just enough of a trail to keep them
following him. He moved away from her path for another mile then
stopped leaving any tracks whatsoever. To the mercs, it would
appear as if their quarry had simply vanished in the night. He put
on another burst of speed and left them far behind.

When he was satisfied with
the separation he had created for her, he angled back toward her
and began to search for her trail. He struck it about where he
thought he would. She was still heading west. He followed the trail
down the far side of one mountain, across a shallow valley, and up
the next.

Her tracks began to weave
like a drunken man’s as she struggled up the steep incline. She
paused frequently to catch her breath. From time to time she
stumbled but never fell. He figured she must be on her last legs.
Yet still she refused to stop.

Wow, he thought, this is one remarkable
human being. She had already covered more
ground, and done it faster, than any other civilian he had ever
tracked. She’d been running longer than it would have taken to
complete an entire marathon, and she’d done it straight uphill,
through dense woods, at night, and probably without food or water.
Not many people could pull that off.

He shook his head. It just
didn’t add up. Her file said she was a computer geek, a hothouse
flower with a keyboard. He should have found her collapsed on the
ground hours ago, gasping for breath. But she kept
going.

He stared into the
darkness. His admiration was beginning to mingle with concern. How
long could she push herself? To come this far took more than
physical conditioning, it took sheer force of will that was one in
a million. Sometimes the human body just wasn’t up to a heart like
that.

A mile later, straight
uphill, he found the spot she stumbled, and fell, and no longer had
the energy to pick herself up. But even then she didn’t stop. He
saw where she began to crawl and shook his head in wonder.
What is driving this woman?

The track led another
hundred yards into a dense mat of bushes choked with vines. He
pushed through them, noiselessly, until he reached a clearing. In
the center rose a single red oak. He could just make out a dark
form propped against the base of the tree. He moved toward her,
rustling the dry leaves underfoot so she would hear him
coming.

She didn’t
respond.

He stood over her and
softly called her name. Again, there was no response. Alarmed, he
bent closer.

Slowly, she lifted her
head. A shaft of moonlight fell across her face.

Shimmering, aquamarine
eyes stared up at him, glowing like the morning sky. Thunder forgot
to breathe. He blinked.

She did not. She simply
watched him with those eyes.

She was dangerously
dehydrated. Her lips were swollen and cracked and her cheeks sunken
against bone. Beneath the scratches and the crusted blood her skin
was pale. Her long, blonde hair was caked with sweat, and grime,
and matted almost flat.

He couldn’t take his eyes
off her.

He opened his canteen and
gently cupped the back of her head. He poured a few drops of water
into her parched mouth.

She came alive and wanted
more.

He obliged but slowly. He
didn’t want to shock her system.

When she had quenched some
of her thirst, he said “We have to get moving.”

In a hoarse whisper, she replied. “They
can’t track us at night.”

He couldn’t help but smile. This was no
hothouse flower.

He heard the distant baying of a bloodhound,
and then another. He wondered when they would resort to that.

Time to go.

He lifted her in his arms.
She felt weightless and fragile.

She smiled at him and
mumbled something. Then she lost
consciousness.

He carried her back down
the mountain and up the next. He cut sharply to the north at the
crest when he smelled water and soon came to a wide stream that was
flowing down the far side. He waded into it and followed it for
nearly two miles, making it impossible for even the dogs to follow.
At one point, he heard them far behind him, baying at the moon. But
their tone was not one of excitement. They had lost the trail and
were giving voice to their frustration. He could only imagine what
the mercs must be thinking as they struggled to understand the
disappearance of such easy prey.

He emerged from the stream
and descended in a great half-circle, staying far from the cabin in
case the mercs had left sentries behind, and silently made his way
back to the road where he parked his car. With her curled in a
fetal ball on the back seat, he drove to a non-descript motel
twenty miles distant and carried her inside. He got her situated as
comfortably as he could under the circumstances, took one last look
at her, and left her alone in a deep sleep.


Chapter 10

 


Cassy awakened slowly, in stages, like a
corpse returning to life. She was welcomed back to the world of the
living by the dull glow of sunlight filtering through a grimy
shade. Stale air freshener hung in the gloom like regret, far worse
than any smell it was supposed to eliminate.

She glanced around, too tired to raise her
head. She was in a small room decorated in grungy shades of orange
and brown. She saw an ancient TV with rabbit ears sitting uselessly
atop a dresser, marooned in a time warp after the switch to
digital. In the far corner was a straight-backed chair. Across from
her the door was open to what appeared to be a bathroom. She closed
her eyes again, welcoming the darkness, and allowed a moment for
her head to clear. Either this was a very bad dream or she was
lying in bed in a cheap motel somewhere with absolutely no idea how
she got here. She preferred the dream.

She let out a long, slow
breath. What in god’s name happened to
me?

Ever obedient, her mind’s eye answered with
the flash and roar of an explosion.

“My cabin!” she gasped,
springing upright.

Wrong move. Every muscle inside her seemed
to rip itself from the bone at the same moment. She shot a wounded
look at her suffering body. Only then did it dawn on her that she
was naked.

What the—?

She grabbed the sheet and yanked it over her
breasts, only to be rewarded with another explosion of pain. She
groaned in agony but still managed to scan the room, hoping and
praying that she was alone.

She was.
Thank god!

She moved her head gingerly from side to
side and up and down, testing the muscles. They were stiff and sore
but the pain was manageable as long as she took her time. Slowly
and deliberately, she lifted the sheet and stared in wonder at the
scratches and bruises that seemed to cover every inch of her arms
and legs. All at once, the sheer terror of the night before flooded
back to her. She shivered and pulled the sheet closer. No wonder
she was so sore and so tired. It was a miracle she was even alive.
But she still had no idea how she got here.

Or how long it had been since she’d eaten.
Her empty stomach ached like a wound. She sank back into bed, too
weak to move, and closed her eyes. With any luck, she would fall
asleep and wake up in a better place.

There was a knock on the door.

She bolted upright and nearly passed out
from the pain. She clutched the sheet around her and listened. The
knock came again, gentle but insistent.

“Who is it?” she called
out, her scratchy voice an octave lower than normal.

A quiet laugh filtered through the bruised
panels of the door.

“Who is it?” she demanded
again.

A man’s voice replied, “The guy who has your
clothes.”

“Wait a minute!” she
shouted.

She slid gingerly toward the edge of the bed
and slowly lowered her feet to the carpet. She let go of the sheet
and stood. Her legs buckled from the shock of supporting her
weight. She toppled forward but caught herself on the window frame.
She had felt this bad only once before in her entire life, after
she completed her first marathon. Except this was worse.

She dragged the sheet from atop the bed and
wrapped it around her naked body like a seedy toga. She crossed to
the door, testing each limb as she walked, and looked through the
peephole. It was broken. The security chain wasn’t in much better
shape but it was all she had. She attached it to the bracket, took
a deep breath, and opened the door, just a crack.

No one was there. She opened it a little
farther. Still no one, but at her feet was a small pile of folded
clothes. She pulled open the door as far as the chain would allow.
She couldn’t see anything except an empty parking lot covered with
gravel and broken glass and beyond that a two lane road.

“Where are you?” she
called out.

“Over here,” came the
voice from some distance away.

“Why?” she asked. It was a
stupid question but it tumbled out before she could stop
it.

“Why do you think?” came
the reply.

She closed the door, took an even deeper
breath, and unhooked the chain. She opened it cautiously until the
gap was wide enough for her to snatch her clothes. Her instincts
were on full alert. They shouted at her to slam the door and lock
it while she had the chance. But she couldn’t resist a peek around
the corner.

He was leaning against the building a few
feet away. His muscular arms were folded casually across his chest.
He was tall, and broad, and tanned deeply like a man who spent his
life outdoors. He looked maddeningly relaxed. And he was watching
her. A slight smile played with the corner of his mouth as if he
were trying not to laugh.

That made her mad.

Wrapped in her filthy sheet, the small wad
of clothes clutched to her chest, she marched bravely to the
sidewalk to confront her abductor. “Who are you?” she snarled.

He merely smiled.

He had strong, sharp features with piercing
eyes that shimmered like emeralds in the sunlight. He seemed
perfectly at ease, even peaceful, and yet keenly alert, like some
powerful animal relaxing in the wild. He could easily have passed
for a soldier—Special Forces would have been her guess—except for
the long, black hair that was pulled back in a pony tail.

“I demand to know what I’m
doing here!” she shouted.

“Launching an important
new fashion trend from the looks of it.”

She felt her face reddening. “I asked you a
question!”

His eyes twinkled. “Would you rather talk
now or after you’ve put some clothes on?”

“Why wait?” she snarled.
“There’s not much left to hide from you.”

He laughed, but it was a gentle laugh, full
and honest and kind.

It made her furious.

“Why did you steal my
clothes?”

He pushed away from the wall and faced her.
He shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans and looked her up
and down. His eyes took in with a casual glance what others would
have missed by staring.

She drew the sheet tighter.

He shrugged. “Some folks don’t mind sleeping
in a pool of their own sweat and blood. I gave you the benefit of
the doubt.”

She looked at the bundle in her hands and
noticed for the first time how neatly folded everything was. She
caught the fresh scent of fabric softener. Her clothes must have
been an unholy mess last night. Maybe this horrible man was merely
trying to do her a favor. But still, a woman has to stand her
ground.

She brushed some stringy hair from her
forehead and crossed her arms tightly over her chest. “That hardly
gave you the right to strip me and leave me naked in a motel
room.”

He shrugged again but his eyes never left
hers. She felt them cutting through her anger and fear as if he
were looking at something else, something deep inside of her,
something the rest of the world would never see. She tried to
swallow.

“Who the hell are you?”
she snapped, trying to keep the edge in her voice.

“John Thunder.”

His voice was soft and low. Unnerving.

She stood her ground. “Why are you holding
me prisoner?”

He laughed with his eyes. Apparently
everything she said amused him.

“You’re not a prisoner. I
thought you’d rather spend the night in a clean bed so I brought
you here.”

“You had no right to bring
me anywhere.”

He shrugged.

She wanted to slap him. Or something.

“I suppose I could have
left you with your friends,” he said.

Her eyes narrowed. “You’re trying to tell me
you’re not one of the men who attacked my cabin?”

He shook his head.

“You just happened to be
in the neighborhood, strolling through the woods in the middle of
the night?”

Again he shrugged, that same, irritating
gesture of indifference.

“And you expect me to
believe that?”

“We believe what we need
to believe,” he told her.

A car cruised past on the blacktop. She paid
no attention to it but he did. He motioned them inside the
room.

She hesitated. She was in the middle of
nowhere, standing on the sidewalk in front of a crummy motel, and
wearing nothing but a sheet. This guy was a complete stranger. She
had no reason on earth to trust him.

“They’re still looking for
you,” he said. “No reason to make it easy for ’em.”

She spun on her heel and pushed through the
door. From the corner of her eye, she saw him pick up a brown paper
bag she hadn’t noticed before and follow her.

With the sheet gripped tightly around her
and the bundle of clothes forgotten at her side, she planted
herself on the edge of the bed.

He made a quick scan of the parking lot,
closed the door, attached the chain, and faced her.

She waited, naked and alone, locked in a
room with a strange man, with no idea what would happen next.

Geemunu, she told herself, you really are
crazy.

He set the bag beside her. “Thought you
might be hungry.”

She was hit with an intoxicating aroma.

Food!

She opened the bag, trying not to look too
eager.

“Egg salad sandwiches,” he
said apologetically, “Not a lot to choose from around
here.”

And three bottles of
water. Thank God! She had one open and drained in a matter of
seconds.

“Don’t drink too fast,” he
warned her. “You’re pretty dehydrated.”

She gave him a sharp look and half-emptied
the second bottle. Nothing had ever tasted so sweet.

She started on the sandwiches. There were
two of them, triple deckers. Huge ones. She ate the first almost
without tasting it, washing it down with half of the third bottle.
The other sandwich took a little longer but not much. She was
amazed she had the presence of mind to remove the plastic wrapping
instead of just swallowing it whole. When she was done, she
finished the last bottle, wiped her mouth on the napkin he had
thoughtfully provided, and glanced at him.

“Thank you,” she said,
suppressing a belch. “I needed that.”

His eyes twinkled. Once more he appeared to
be fighting a smile.

She stared at the wreckage in her lap, the
wrappings of the sandwiches and the empty water bottles, and
suddenly realized why. “This was supposed to be for both of us,
wasn’t it?”

“I’ll get something
later.”

“I’m sorry,” she said
sheepishly as she stuffed the trash into the bag. “I guess I was
pretty hungry.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Thanks.”

He bowed his head.

She was starting to feel a kink in her neck,
looking up at him towering above her.

He must have read her mind
because he pulled the chair from the
corner, spun it around, and sat with his legs straddling the seat.
He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the back of the chair.
Now he was almost at her level.

Not such a horrible man
after all, she couldn’t help
thinking.

“So if you weren’t chasing
me last night,” she asked, “who was?”

“Mercenaries,” he replied.
“Hired by the Director of the NSA to get their hands on your
quantum computer.”

She almost let go of the sheet. “Who told
you about my computer?”

“The President of the
United States.”

“That’s not
funny!”

He wasn’t smiling.

She studied his face. “You’re not
joking?”

He shook his head. “He thought you’d been
kidnapped.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. Why
would the President care if I—”

She stopped in midsentence when her mind finally
caught up with her mouth. “He wants my computer, doesn’t he?”

He nodded. “He had half the U.S. government looking
for you.”

“So he’s the one who sent
those men after me?”

“I don’t think so. The NSA
seems to have its own agenda.”

“Don’t they work for
him?”

“In theory.”

“How come you know so much
about what’s going on?” she asked. “Are you in the
military?”

He laughed again. “No, I’m just a private
citizen who was trying to mind his own business.”

“Then how’d you get
involved in all this?”

“The government couldn’t
find you so they called me.”

“Why you?”

“That’s what I
said.”

She frowned, “You know what I mean.”

“I find people who get
lost in the woods.”

“How did they know I would
be in the woods?”

“They didn’t,” he said. He
stood and reached for the door. “We have to keep moving. They won’t
be satisfied with just your computer. They’ll still want
you.”

“What makes you think they
have my computer?”

He turned and studied her with those
uncomfortably penetrating eyes. “If it’s not in your cabin, then
where is it?”

She snatched her clothes from the bed and
headed into the bathroom. At the threshold, she turned and cast him
her sweetest smile. “It’s a secret,” she said.

She closed the door and started the
shower.


Chapter 11

 


Cassy emerged from the bathroom dressed once
more in her tank top and shorts. They were a little worse for wear
from the night before but still serviceable.

Thunder sat Indian-style on the floor
against the far wall. He watched her cross the room.

She could feel his eyes upon her. It should
have angered her, being stared at like that, but for some reason it
didn’t.

On the floor in front of him was a small
pile of shredded leaves and crumbled tree bark. He placed the
contents into a bowl, a pinch at a time, and used a smooth stone to
grind it into powder. Then, to her horror, he spit into it and
mixed it all together into a gooey paste. When he finished, he
stood and approached her.

“This will help heal the
scratches,” he said. “It’s also an anesthetic so it’ll take some of
the sting away.”

She stared at the greenish goo. It wasn’t
exactly Bactine. She pictured him spitting into the bowl and shook
her head.

Again he seemed to read her mind.

“Saliva makes it work,” he
explained. “It breaks down the chemical compounds in the plants so
they can combine into something more useful.” With a disarming
smile, he added, “I know it’s gross but it’ll keep your wounds from
getting infected. Might even make you feel better.”

Reluctantly, she nodded.

He sank to his knees in front of her, inches
from her bare legs.

Now it was her turn to look down upon him.
His long hair was silky black and tied behind his head with a band
of colored beads. His shoulders were wide enough to span two of
her. The chest that rose and fell slowly beneath his T-shirt was as
hard as a marble statue. His bare arms rippled while he worked the
paste. Even on his knees, he was larger than life, like the cover
of a romance novel.

Get a
grip, she scolded herself.
He’s just a guy.

When he touched her she jumped.

“My goodness,” she
stammered. “That’s cold.”

Yeah, right.

He looked up. “Sorry.” His green eyes glowed
in the soft light.

A sigh escaped her.

“What?”

“Nothing,” she said, “I’m
just breathing.”

He nodded and returned to his work.

With great care, he dabbed each wound on her
ankle, and calf, and knee, moving slowly upward until he touched
her thigh.

She cleared her throat and forced herself to
remain still.

With gentle pressure, he smoothed the paste
into her skin. She could feel the warmth of his breath on her
flesh.

He did the other leg in the same, deliberate
fashion. It would have felt like a massage except for the goose
bumps popping out all over her body.

When he was finished with her lower
extremities, he methodically applied the paste to her arms. Then he
stood, soaring over her, and bent forward so he could reach her
neck, her cheeks, and finally, her forehead.

He focused intently on what he was doing,
like a surgeon at work. At times, his face was only inches from
hers. His skin was smooth and tanned a rich and permanent brown.
She noticed a thin, white scar that curved around his head for
several inches just below his hairline. His eyes were a lush green,
with flecks of gold that threw back the light like tiny jewels.

And they were looking directly into
hers.

She gulped and shifted her gaze to look at
his handiwork. The paste was already drying into a clear covering
for her wounds. The stinging and the soreness were all but gone.
She hadn’t even noticed.

“That’s amazing,” she
whispered. “What is it?”

“A secret blend of eleven
herbs and spices.”

She frowned. “Seriously, where did you learn
to make that?”

“You wouldn’t believe me
if I told you.”

“Try me.”

He smiled. “Okay, I learned it from a
witchdoctor in Africa.”

She stared at him. “You’re right, I don’t
believe you.”

They both laughed.

“You’re
serious?”

He nodded.

“You’ve really been to
Africa?”

“I was born there. Lived
there ’till I was a teenager.”

“And there really was a
witchdoctor?”

“That’s what they called
him but he was better than any MD I’ve ever seen. His name was Oto.
He could cure almost anything. He didn’t have access to the kinds
of drugs we use so he made his own medications from ingredients he
found in the jungle. For some reason, he took a liking to me when I
was a boy and let me hang around while he worked.”

He was telling the truth, she was certain of
it. But still…

“Why were you born in
Africa?”

“I wanted to be near my
mother.”

She stomped her foot, “Stop that, I’m
serious.”

“My parents were
scientists who studied primates in the wild. We lived deep in the
bush. Most of the time, there wasn’t another human being within
miles of us. No towns, no schools, no teachers. My folks had to
home-school me. They taught me for hours every day. And
hours…”

She smiled.

“And hours.”

She giggled.

“It used to drive me
nuts,” he said. “All I wanted to do was go outside and
play.”

“They sound like wonderful
parents.”

“They were,” he said.
“They loved the animals. They loved the land. They taught me to
feel the same way.”

“Do they still live in the
jungle?”

He shook his head. “They were killed by
poachers when I was thirteen.”

Her hands flew to her mouth. “Oh my God, I’m
so sorry.” She crossed her arms and tried to keep from tearing up.
“I always ask too many questions. It’s one of my many character
flaws.”

He smiled. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Tell me about the
witchdoctor,” she said but this time she caught herself. “See?
There I go again with the questions. But I really can’t help
myself. It’s like an addiction.”

He laughed.

“His village was two days
away by foot,” he said. “For years, we didn’t even know it was
there. They were pygmies. Very reclusive. That’s how they survive.
Then one day he showed up in our compound. Probably been watching
us for months. He spoke a little French and so did my dad. They hit
it off and pretty soon I was spending time in the village whenever
we traveled there to trade. When I grew older I visited on my
own.”

“You traveled through the
jungle alone?”

“I was never alone,” he
said, his eyes sparkling. “I was surrounded by playmates—bonobos,
chimpanzees, even mountain gorillas. They accepted me as one of
their own, especially the young. They were the best friends in the
world. And they taught me how to live in the wild, not like a
visitor but like someone who was born there.”

“Weren’t your parents
worried when you were gone for days at a time?”

“I wasn’t.”

“But you said the village
was two days away.”

“By foot.”

“You drove?”

He laughed. “There weren’t any roads. So my
friends and I traveled through the trees. It was faster than
walking and a lot more fun. Safer, too.”

“Safer, in the
trees?”

“The big cats rarely visit
the trees. Maybe the occasional leopard but that’s it. So it was
safer to travel up there than it was to walk through the bush where
you might become somebody’s next meal.”

“Like a lion or a
tiger?”

“There aren’t any tigers
in Africa.”

“They’re
extinct?”

“No, at least not yet. But
wild tigers live in Asia, not in Africa.”

“I didn’t know
that.”

He shrugged. “Most people don’t.”

She placed her hands on her hips. “I know
you’re telling the truth about all this, I really do. But I still
don’t believe you.”

He grinned. “How about you, what’s your
story?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Didn’t your government
friends give you a file about me?”

“Sorta. There were lots of
facts and figures but it didn’t say much about you.”

She smiled, sadly. Sometimes it felt like
there really wasn’t much more to her life than facts and
figures.

“My dad died when I was
little. I can barely remember him. But we used to have a lot of fun
together. He was a musician with the National Symphony.”

“That must have been
cool.”

“Way cool. I got to go to
a lot of concerts. Sometimes he would even take me backstage and
let me hang out with the other musicians.”

“What about your
mom?”

That stopped her cold. She didn’t like to
talk about it with strangers. Or friends, for that matter. Too much
there to deal with.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to
pry.”

She looked into his
eyes. How can you not trust
those?

“It was hard on her when
Daddy died,” she told him, amazed how easily the words tumbled out.
“They were very much in love. It was probably the first time in her
life she’d ever been alone.”

“But she had two kids.
That’s not alone.”

She tucked her hair behind her ears. “That
was part of the problem, I guess. I think we were too much for her
to handle on her own. Anyway, she started drinking and the next
thing you know…” She waved a hand as if the next thing were
obvious. “My aunt and uncle finally had to have her committed to a
mental hospital.”

“I’m sorry. That must have
awfully been hard on you.”

Her turn to shrug. “I still visit her every
few weeks. But she doesn’t know me anymore. Hasn’t for years.
Sometimes I wish I could mourn her the way I mourn my brother. You
know, instead of mourning what she’s become.” She sighed. “I guess
that makes me terribly selfish.”

“No,” he said, “it makes
you terribly human.”

They fell silent. She could hear the ticking
of the clock by the bed. She’d always hated that sound. It reminded
her that her life was ebbing away.

“Let’s go,” she
announced.

“Where?”

“Shopping!”

“For what?”

“For a new computer. I
left my laptop at the cabin. I doubt if I’ll ever see it
again.”

“That’s a safe bet,” he
agreed.

“So I need to get a new
one. I can access my quantum device from anywhere in the world but
I need a computer and an Internet connection to do it.”

Before he reached for the door, he nudged
aside a corner of the dreary curtain that dangled in front of the
window. When he was satisfied there was nothing suspicious outside,
he dropped the key on the dresser and they left the room.

They walked a few paces to the nearest
car.

“Aren’t you going to check
out?” she asked.

“Nope. Don’t want ’em to
know we’re gone.”

She watched him scan the area the way a wild
animal might scan its surroundings. He was calm and relaxed but
eerily alert.

She settled gingerly into the passenger
seat, still painfully aware of every movement she made. On the far
side of the vehicle, he dropped to one knee and inspected the
undercarriage. He slipped behind the wheel and examined the
steering column minutely. Finally, he started the engine.

“What was that all about?”
she asked.

He glanced at the rear view mirror and
shifted into reverse. “Just wanted to make sure that nobody planted
a bomb on the car while we were inside.”

She nodded, suddenly unable to speak.


Chapter 12

 


Thunder turned down the first dirt road he
could find. He floored it and left behind a billowing rooster tail
of dust. After a mile or so, he turned around and doubled back into
the cloud to see if they were being followed.

They weren’t.

He made his way back to 211 and headed east
toward Warrenton. When they reached the town, he followed Cassy’s
directions. Before long they pulled into the parking lot of a small
computer store.

She quickly settled on a laptop with the
largest solid state drive and maximum RAM. The salesperson, a young
man named Brian, told them it would take a few minutes to install
the upgrades and run the computer through the necessary
diagnostics. They decided to grab a sandwich at a nearby café.

 


As soon as they walked out the door, Brian
began to unthread the screws on a little panel on the back of the
laptop. His job title was Assistant Manager. Translated, that meant
he was the guy who had to work Saturdays. He also served as the
geek-in-residence whenever their main techie was out, which was
most of the time that Brian worked. He sighed. It was a job, and he
got to work with computers, and there weren’t many opportunities
like that without a monster commute into the big city.

He installed the upgraded drive and was
about to remove the old memory modules when two more customers
walked into the store. They were probably Arabs. Not unusual out
here. Every race, creed, and nationality came through Warrenton
sooner or later. All the rich diplomats in DC had to have somewhere
to get away for the weekend so they bought huge, country homes in
the surrounding counties. Behind them, through the window, he could
see the glistening white Mercedes in which they arrived.

Yep, definitely Arabs.

“Can I help you?” he
asked, without leaving his workbench.

“We need a new server,”
replied one of the men with barely a hint of an accent. He was tall
with delicately chiseled features, almost aristocratic in
appearance. By comparison, his companion was short and thick, and
darker, both in complexion and disposition.

Brian nodded, “Okay, I’ll be with you in
just a minute.” He started to swap the first RAM module.

The men stepped closer.

“It’s an emergency, I’m
afraid,” the taller man said apologetically. “Our entire operation
is down. We need the fastest server we can find, as soon as
possible.”

“The fastest server?”
Brian repeated.

“Yes,” the man replied,
“with as much memory and disk storage as you can pack into it. But
we must have it immediately. Our business depends on
it.”

Cha-ching!
thought Brian. Business had been dead all week
but this was already adding up to a record day, and it was barely
past noon. With numbers like that, he might finally be able to
convince his boss to put him on commission. He dropped what he was
doing and came around the counter to face his customers.

“I have a server in the
back with thirty two gigabytes of RAM and an eight-core
processor.

“How much
storage?”

“It comes with a
four-terabyte hard drive. But I can add up to seven more, and more
RAM too. I can load it with UNIX, LINUX, or Windows, or all
three.”

“LINUX, please. Can you
install additional processors?”

Brian swallowed. “Sure, up to eight.”

“Please install them as
quickly as you can.”

“All eight?” he stammered.
His throat was dry.

“Please,” replied the
aristocrat.

Suddenly embarrassed, Brian replied, “I only
have one or two in stock.”

“Then please install
whatever you have. And add as much RAM and mass storage as the unit
will accommodate.”

Wow! thought Brian. That would make it the biggest sale he’d ever
had. Maybe he could even scare up another processor or two by
stripping them from one of the other machines.

“Please hurry,” the tall
Arab said. “There’s an extra ten percent in it for you if we can
get our system back up and running right away.”

A tip! That was unheard of in this business.

Brian thought about the couple who were here
first. They’d be back soon for their laptop. Then he did the math
on a ten-percent tip for a tricked-out server.

Holy crap!

“I’ll be right back,” he
told the men breathlessly and disappeared into his stock
room.

The thickset man watched that door while the
other moved toward the laptop lying on the service counter. From
his pocket he pulled a thumb drive, plugged it into the USB port,
and booted the laptop from it. It automatically copied a tiny
program from the USB drive to the laptop and buried it deep inside
the hidden files of the operating system. He shut down the
computer, disconnected his thumb drive, and rearranged the laptop
on the counter just as the clerk had left it.

A minute later, Brian backed his way through
the door and into the showroom, struggling with an oversize box. He
fumed silently because his manager had borrowed the store’s only
hand truck last weekend to help his girlfriend move and forgot to
bring it back. He set the heavy box behind the service counter and
took a couple of deep breaths.

“Let me grab the memory
and I’ll be right back,” he said. He tucked his shirt in and turned
to face his customers. He was alone in the store. The white
Mercedes was gone.

 



Chapter 13

 


Cassy had her new laptop up and running by
the time they pulled into the parking lot of a motel a couple miles
outside Warrenton. She put it on standby, slipped it in her
backpack, and they checked into their room. It was a near-perfect
copy of the room they just left, except the orange and brown had
given way to lime green and brown and a darker shade that looked
like sludge, which was apparently intended to serve as an accent.
The whole place reminded her of a salad left in the sun.

She set her laptop on what looked like a
child’s desk, awakened the machine, slid her thumb across the
fingerprint reader to authenticate her access, and let it boot
while she sipped from a bottle of water they picked up along the
way. The computer automatically connected to a cell network via the
broadband WAN card embedded in the machine.

“Five by five,” she said
happily when the telecom software showed the strongest possible
signal. She had zero tolerance for a slow network connection. “We
must be near a cell tower.”

Thunder sat on the edge of the bed, watching
her.

“The server’s at MIT,” she
explained. “I use it to backup things that I might need to access
remotely.”

She tapped some keys and began to download
files to her new machine. “Like this cool little terminal emulation
program I wrote to talk to GOD.”

“You talk to
God?”

She giggled. “No silly, that’s what I call
my quantum computer.”

“You call it
God?”

She nodded, smiling at her little joke.

“Why?”

Apparently, he didn’t get it.

“When you’re working with
computers,” she explained, “especially with servers and mainframes,
different users have different things they’re allowed to do. You
can be an administrator, or a manager, or a user, or whatever.
Depending on your role, you have access to whatever privileges that
role entitles you to. But when you have what’s called
root access, you can do
anything. You can access any line of code on that machine. You can
delete any file. You can reprogram any application. You can even
gut the whole thing if you want and start over. When you’re a
programmer with root access, you’re god.”

She smiled. “My quantum device can give me
root access to any other computer on earth, as long as it’s linked
to the Internet. That’s why I call it GOD.”

He smiled. “Gods and secrets. I suppose you
can’t have one without the other.”

It took another couple minutes to download
and install the software she needed. Then she launched her
home-gown terminal emulation program, which looked just like a
Web-page, and typed a long string of information necessary to
access another remote computer. This one greeted her with a screen
that said:

 


HI CASSY

 


“Ready to rock and roll,”
she announced.

Thunder sat forward on the bed. “Is that
GOD?”

“Yep, that’s
her.”

He smiled. “She’s taller than I
imagined.”

Cassy made a face.

“How does it work?” he
asked.

She smiled innocently. “Do you happen to
have an online stock broker?”

“Sure, Lehman
Brothers.”

“C’mon, I’m
serious.”

“Why do you want to
know?”

“Just tell me,
okay?”

He did.

Within seconds she had the company’s logo on
screen. But it wasn’t the public web site they advertised on TV, it
was a database. She entered his name in a query box. A moment
later, she was presented with the results of her search. Not
surprisingly, he was the only “John Thunder” in the company’s
customer list. She clicked on the “Account Info” button beside his
name and the next moment they were reading a screen that detailed
his stock holdings with the firm.

“Wow,” she said, “your
portfolio really took a beating the last couple of
years.”

“Thanks for reminding me,”
he said. He stared hard at the screen. “Guess I better change my
password.”

She laughed. “Go ahead. It won’t make any
difference.”

“I take it you’re inside
their mainframe?”

“One of them,” she
replied. “More importantly, I’m inside their firewall. Three
firewalls, actually. GOD now has root access to any computer on
their network.”

“Jeezus,” he
said.

She smiled. “Pretty cool, huh?”

He leaned back on the bed. “Don’t hackers do
stuff like that all the time?”

She shook her head. “Real life isn’t like
the movies. A hacker can’t break into a well-secured site in thirty
seconds. It takes time. Days, sometimes weeks. Some sites even the
best hacker can’t penetrate. And when you do get inside the
firewall, you still have to locate the computer you’re looking for
and hack into that. And then you have to hack into the
database.”

“But your computer just
did all that in a few seconds.”

“That’s right, and most of
that delay was due to network latency. You know, the time it takes
for data to move back and forth across the network. Otherwise it
would have been almost instantaneous.”

He stared at the screen. “And it’s that easy
to break into any other computer on the planet?”

“Just about, as long as
it’s connected to the outside world.”

“Even a government
computer?”

“Are you kidding? They’re
the easiest.”

“Is that how you got the
Scorpion Report?”

She stopped smiling and turned away from
him.

“And the launch codes for
our nuclear weapons?”

She spun around. “You can’t launch a missile
with just the codes. Somebody has to be there to press the button.
Besides, they changed the codes the second they were compromised. I
checked.”

“That still doesn’t give
you the right to steal classified information.”

“I’m not a big fan of
classified information.”

“It’s not a game, Cassy.
The government can throw you in jail for stealing their
secrets.”

She jumped to her feet. “The government has
no business keeping secrets! They’re supposed to be working for us.
But they’re too busy trying to cover their own ass. Or play God.
Either way it’s wrong.”

“It’s not just about
secrets, anymore,” he said. “Ten billion dollars is
missing.”

She blinked.

“They think you took
it.”

“They think I did
what?”

He told her about SwiftNET.

She sank into the chair.

“Ten billion dollars,” she
whispered.

“That’s what they
said.”

She gazed at the screen.

He watched her. “Did you do it?” he finally
asked.

She stared at him. “You think I’m a
crook?”

“You just showed me what
your computer can do.”

She was speechless.

“And you did steal the
launch codes and the Scorpion Report.”

She brushed a stray hair from one eye. Her
fingers came away wet with tears. “I was just trying to embarrass
some bureaucrats. But I never stole anything.”

They stared at each other across a chasm.
The battered alarm clock on the nightstand beat time.

“I know that,” he said at
last, “but I had to ask.”

Numbly, she nodded.

“So who did?”

She shrugged. “How do I know? It was
probably some fourteen-year old kid who got tired of looking at
porn.”

“You think that’s
possible?”

“Happens all the time,”
she replied listlessly. “It’s hard work to crack a well-designed
network, like I said, but there are a million hackers out there and
sometimes they get lucky, like monkey’s at a keyboard. It’s not
like anyone else has access to a quantum—”

She froze. “Oh…my…god!”

She spun to face her keyboard. Her fingers
blurred as they entered a series of commands. In a flash, an
activity log appeared on screen. She scanned it intently. “Jesus
Christ!” she screamed. “They hacked GOD!”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes dammit! Somebody’s
been in here. God knows how but they got inside.”

Thunder stared at the screen.

She studied the text as it scrolled by.

“They tried to cover their
tracks by erasing some of the log files.” She pointed to a line of
characters halfway down the screen. “But I’ve got a little program
that captures everything the computer does and hides it,”—she
slapped the Enter key—”right here.” The screen filled with snippets of text,
each attached to a time and date stamp.

“Can you tell how they got
in?”

“No,” she said. “Not yet.
And it’s driving me nuts. The security is unbreakable. Even another
quantum computer can’t get in. So how the hell…”

She traced her finger down the screen
reading line after line of arcane text.

“There’s absolutely no way
they could have hacked my password. And I never write it down so
there’s no chance—”

Her finger stopped at a line of text near
the bottom.

“Jeezus,” she whispered.
“That’s my password!”

Thunder looked where she was pointing. “What are all
those weird symbols?”

“Alt-characters,” she replied. “You get them by combing the
Alt key with other keys.
If you do it right it’s all but impossible to hack.”

“So what did they use, a
network sniffer?”

She shook her head. “Wouldn’t help. The
password is encrypted with a quantum version of a Lamport
signature. Even GOD can’t crack that.”

“Maybe they got it from
your laptop at the cabin.”

Again she shook her head. “I don’t store my
password on that machine or any other machine. I type it from
memory every time and then my terminal emulation program erases it.
Even my log files don’t capture it. That way, nobody can—”

She stopped mid-sentence and stared at the
wall. “Well I’ll be damned...”

“What is it?”

With a sigh, she said “I thought I’d created
the best security system in the history of the world. But I just
realized the one thing I forgot.”

He waited.

She coughed to clear her dry throat. “The
laptop at the cabin was the same one I used in the office. It would
have been relatively easy for somebody to install a program that
captured my keystrokes. They could have stolen my password the
moment I typed it, before it was encrypted.”

“And you just happen to
work where a whole bunch of people know exactly how to do
that.”

Glumly, she nodded.

“Can you fix
it?”

“Sure, it’s easy,” she
said, “but I feel so stupid.”

He smiled. He turned her chair back toward
the screen. “Feel stupid later. Right now, see if you can lock the
bad guys out of your computer.”

She nodded, still in shock, and began to
type commands.

He stretched out on the bed and watched
her.

Her fingers limbered to the task. She began
to relax but she still felt stupid. And angry. Somebody at MIT had
stolen her password. Someone she trusted. Someone she considered a
friend. She forced those thoughts from her mind so she could focus
on the job at hand.

“That’s it,” she said when
she was finally finished. “The system is totally secure. I
reconfigured the software and hardware firewalls to block access
from any computer but this one. I also changed all the passwords.
Nobody can hack in now.”

“What about a back
door?”

She smiled. “They
installed one but I found it and deleted it. Then I modified my
intrusion detection program to prohibit use of CPU time by anyone
other than me and to alert me to any attempts to do so, just in
case there’s some malicious code somewhere that I
missed.”

He cocked an eyebrow at her.

“Don’t
worry,” she said, “there isn’t, but you can never be too careful.
Plus, I changed GOD’s IP address.
There’s only one chance in a trillion that someone will guess the
correct number and if they do it will appear to be a remote sensing
device rather than a computer.”

Thunder nodded. “Sounds good to me. Is there
anything you might have missed?”

She thought hard about that and finally
shook her head. “Nope, not this time. There is absolutely,
positively no way that anybody can talk to GOD but me.”


Chapter 14

 


A few miles away, a packet of information
arrived in an untraceable mailbox and sounded a chime. A young man
opened his email and read the message. “She has just changed her
passwords and the host computer’s IP address,” he said. “She also
removed our backdoor as well as hers. Two of them, actually.”

“She must have discovered
what we are doing,” an old man observed from across the
room.

“As we expected,” replied
the young man. “But she has given us everything we need to complete
our mission.”

“You’re certain you can
access her computer when you need to?”

“As easily as she can. By
now she has modified her operating system to make it impossible for
anyone else to capture her keystrokes.” The young man smiled. “She
won’t make the same mistake twice. But she did it
after my spy program
sent me everything I need to know.”

“Just as you said she
would,” the old man replied. “But what if she simply turned off the
quantum machine? Would that not frustrate our plans?”

“That will never occur to
her,” came the reply. “She will be too busy trying to figure out
what I am doing so she can best me.”

“I see,” said the other.
“Much like a man.”

The young one smiled. “Just like a man.”

The old one shook his head disdainfully.
“The Americans have lost control of their women.”

“Indeed they have,” said
the young man, “and now they must pay the price.”

The old man nodded thoughtfully. “You have
planned and executed brilliantly. But now that we know where she
is, would it not make sense to bring her here and hold her until we
are finished, to make certain she cannot interfere?”

“That is unnecessary,” the
young man replied, a tone of concern creeping into his voice. “As
we have already discussed, she is not to be harmed.”

“Of course,” the other
said soothingly.

“I have only to enter a
few keystrokes,” said the young man, “and we will be in complete
control of her quantum device.”

The old man smiled and shook his head.
“Truly, I do not understand these machines, or the new world they
have created. But it is enough that you do. Are we still on
schedule?”

“Yes, Imam, everything is
proceeding as planned. Tomorrow, the Americans will understand what
it feels like to fight their own, invincible war
machine.”

“Inshallah,” replied the older
man. God willing.
“Now go, and complete your preparations.”

As soon as the young man left, the old one
picked up the phone and dialed.


Chapter 15

 


Cassy typed several
commands into her laptop. Thunder peered over her shoulder.
“Can you back track to find out where the hackers
have been?” he asked.

She was way ahead of him.
“I know exactly where they’ve been. My logging program
captured everything GOD did in my
absence.”

She scrolled through page
after page of text. It looked like random garbage but she read it
as easily as someone else might have read a newspaper story. Her
face compacted into a frown. By the time she reached the bottom of
the last screen, her mouth was hanging
open. “Jesus,” she whispered.

“That bad?”

“Every site they hit, they
downloaded what they needed to hack back in whenever they want,
even without my computer.”

“Makes sense,” he said.
“They knew you’d be back sooner or later to kick them off your
machine. This way, they don’t need it anymore. What sites did they
visit?”

She scrolled through the
text and pointed at the screen. “See this? That’s the SWIFT
transfer you were told about. All ten billion dollars of it.” She
glanced at him. “Guess I’m not a crook after all.”

“I suppose
not.”

She shot him a nasty look.

He glanced at the list of
sites that followed. “Those are all military networks,” he
said. “EUCOM is the U.S. European Command.
CENTCOM is Central Command, at MacDill Air Force Base. They’re the
folks running the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. USSTRATCOM is
Strategic Command, at Offutt.”

“The guys with the launch
codes.”

“Yeah,” he said. “They
also own the early warning system that tells us if anybody else’s
nukes are coming our way. If the bad guys screw that up we’ll be
sitting ducks.” He shook his head. “They’ve compromised just about every
important military network we’ve got.”

“What are we going to do?”

“Tell them about it, all
of them, so they can do damage control. Do you know how to send an
untraceable email?”

He might as well have insulted her parents.
“Are you kidding?” she said, “I learned that in grade school.”

“Then why don’t you
contact every one of these sites and let them know what
happened.”

She thought about that.
“Okay, but I’ll have to email them the actual passwords
and authentication stuff or they’ll think it’s a hoax.”

“Do whatever you have to
do to get their attention. Just don’t leave a trail. We don’t want
any more government agencies chasing us.”

“Tell me about it,” she
said.

“And work as fast as you
can. We have to move again in a few hours.”

“We just got
here.”

“I know,” he said, “but
I’ve got a bad feeling about this. Whoever’s after you is closer
than we think.”

She rolled her eyes.
“You’re getting paranoid. It’s not like the Feds have some kind
of all-knowing spy satellite.”

He frowned.

“What did I
say?”

“Tell you
what, after you’ve sent those email
messages, why don’t you see what you can find out about a project
called EAGLESAT.”

“What’s that?”

He explained the conversation he overheard
in the woods between Admiral Abaddon and the congressman.

“Does it mean anything to
you?” he asked.

“No,” she replied, “and I
don’t see what DNA has to do with a satellite.”

“Neither do I but see what
you can find out.”

He opened the door.

She jumped to her feet. “Where are you
going?”

“To run an
errand.”

“You’re going to leave me
here?” she asked in disbelief. “In the middle of nowhere?
ALONE?”

“I won’t be long,” he
said. “Just a couple hours.”

She started shaking and
hugged herself, disgusted with her weakness. Goddammit Geemunu, grow up! She
willed it to stop.

As if he knew what she was thinking, he
lifted her chin and gazed into her eyes. “We’re going to make it
through this,” he told her. “Okay?”

She nodded, glumly.

“I’m going to get us some
help.”

She swallowed, amazed she could do so. “From
whom?”

“An old friend,” he told
her. “He lives nearby. I think you’ll like him. He’s like a big,
cuddly dog.”

She nodded again and hoped he couldn’t see
the fear in her eyes.

He squeezed her shoulders. “You’ll be safe
here. Just don’t go anywhere and don’t open the door for anybody
but me, okay?”

She nodded.

“And don’t call
anybody.”

“Gee, thanks,” she said.
“I feel safer already.”

He smiled. “I’ll be back soon.”

And he was gone.


Chapter 16

 


The stretch of pavement wasn’t exactly
something to brag about but when the asphalt ended the dirt road
was downright nasty. Thunder’s rental car rattled and shook like a
covered wagon as he negotiated ruts and gullies that would have
made most people question whether they were on a road at all. After
two or three miles of this bone-jarring adventure he turned off the
road and pulled up to a gate that blocked access to a pair of dusty
brown tire ruts trailing off into the woods. They looked as if they
hadn’t been used much lately, except for maybe a pickup truck once
or twice a week.

He stepped from the car and swung the gate
open. It wasn’t locked. It never was. Who would be crazy enough to
enter a place like this anyway? He glanced up the trail, or road,
or whatever it was, to where it vanished into the woods just over a
hill. He would prefer to continue on foot but he knew it wasn’t a
good idea to sneak up on the guy who owned this property. He looked
back at his unfortunate car, already so covered with dust that it
was impossible to determine its color. To bounce up the hill in
that thing would give plenty of warning.

He climbed back into the driver’s seat and
headed up the trail. His tires alternately slipped, and grabbed,
and bounced so hard on the rocks that they threatened to jerk the
wheel from his hands. It was a wonder he was moving at all.

The grade grew steeper. In places the trail
all but vanished, along with the traction. About half a mile up, he
came to a small creek. He couldn’t cross it in anything less than a
four-wheel drive vehicle, so he abandoned his ride and began to
pick his way from stone to stone across the water. He knew he was
already being watched.

On the other side, the grade banked sharply
upward. He climbed steadily on, through knee-high brambles that
tore at his jeans, jumping back and forth across tire ruts that had
eroded in places into a dry and rocky stream bed. At the crest of
the hill he scrambled around a scattering of boulders and finally
reached another gate. This one was locked. Beside it, tacked to a
tall pin oak, was a hand-lettered note that read:

Gone to the country—be back soon.

He chuckled. This was Quaalude’s idea of a
joke.

He started to step around the gate when he
froze, listening, and shifted sideways behind a pair of poplars
that grew so close together they could have risen from the same
seed. He remained motionless for five minutes, staring at a cluster
of bushes to his left. He saw a branch move in the still air and
knew that a man was in hiding there about twenty yards away. He
waited for ten more minutes, then another ten minutes without
moving as much as a muscle or making a sound. He waited until a
voice from the bushes bellowed, “Goddammit Thunder, you always beat
me at this. Where the hell are you?”

“Patience, my friend,”
Thunder laughed as he stepped from behind the trees. “All it takes
is patience.”

With that an enormous man clad in camouflage
pants and an olive green T-shirt crashed through the woods in his
direction. His massive arms were as dark and hard as ebony. Dog
tags dangled from around his neck. Thunder strode forward to meet
him. They slammed together in an embrace that would have crushed
lesser men and pounded each other on the shoulders.

“How the hell you been,
Commander?”

“Same ol’ same ol’, Master
Chief,” replied Thunder, the former squad leader of Seal Team 6 to
his former senior NCO. “I see you still can’t sneak up on
anybody.”

Quaalude’s laughter shook
the forest. “Hell, Skipper, that’s just the problem. You’re the
only person I can’t sneak up on and it drives me nuts.” The huge arm he draped
around his old friend made Thunder look small. “You and those damn
bionic ears,” Quaalude grinned. “It’s a wonder I got as close as I
did.”

He led them over the hill toward a log
structure in the center of a clearing. They climbed the stairs to
the wide deck that wrapped clear around the cabin.

“You gonna tell me what
brings you here,” Quaalude asked, “or do I have to get you drunk
and pound it out of you?”

Thunder laughed as they stepped inside. Even
for those accustomed to the outdoors, the air-conditioned comfort
was a pleasant contrast to the sweltering humidity of the woods.
Quaalude ducked his head into the refrigerator and returned a
moment later with two frosty cans of beer.

“All the comforts of
home,” he grinned as he motioned for them to sit in a pair of
massive recliners facing one another in front of a stone fireplace
large enough to camp in.

Thunder seated himself. He
reached into a small travel pack he always carried and pulled out a
paperback, The Portable Mark Twain,
which he handed to his friend.

Quaalude stared at him. “How did you know I
was looking for this?”

“Just a guess,” said
Thunder. “Found it in a bookstore in Montana, all dog-eared and
yellow, as if it’s been read a hundred times. Just the way you like
it.”

Quaalude thumbed through
the book slowly, almost reverently. He paused half way through it
and smiled. “It even has The Mysterious
Stranger. Haven’t read that in years. Talk
about dark comedy.”

He reached out with a huge
fist and smacked Thunder on the shoulder. “Thanks, Skipper, I
really appreciate this.” He set the book on the end table beside
the chair and leaned
forward. “So what’s on your
mind?”

“I need your help,”
Thunder replied.

“Of course you do,” the
Master Chief nodded gravely. “You’re an officer, you need all the
help you can get.”

Thunder laughed and took a long swallow of
beer.

Quaalude finished his in a quick gulp and
magically produced a fresh can from the refrigerator pocket hidden
inside the arm of his recliner. “So what can I do for you?” he
asked as he popped the top with his thumb.

“I need somebody to watch
my back.”

Quaalude drained his second beer. He wiped
his mouth on the arm of his T-shirt and gazed at Thunder. “I’m
in.”

Thunder held up a cautionary hand. “It’s
going to be very dangerous.”

“I’ll do it.”

“The bad guys are well
equipped, well trained, and they have unlimited
resources.”

“Sign me up.”

“It’s one of our own
intelligence agencies.”

Quaalude shrugged dismissively. “Those guys
couldn’t find their dicks with a searchlight. Who is it, the
CIA?”

“No.”

“DIA?”

Thunder shook his head.

“NSA?”

“Yes and no.”

“Ooooh, I love a mystery,”
said Quaalude. He crushed his empty beer can and tossed it over his
head without looking. It landed in the bottom of his wastebasket,
clear across the kitchen. “So?”

“I think we’re dealing
with a rogue organization within the NSA. They’re operating
independently, pretty much a law unto themselves. Very serious and
very dangerous.”

“No prisoners and no
regrets,” murmured Quaalude.

Thunder nodded, “Exactly.”

Quaalude’s eyes lit up.

Thunder brought him up to speed on
everything that had happened in the past twenty-four hours.

Quaalude listened quietly until Abaddon’s
name came up, when something like a growl escaped his lips. “I
still think we should’ve capped his sorry ass for Baghdad.”

Thunder said nothing.

“That’s one self-righteous
son of a bitch,” said Quaalude. “I can’t wait to rain on his
parade.”

“He’s not just another
admiral these days,” Thunder reminded him. “He’s running the NSA.
If we start pissing in his sandbox he’ll shoot first and hide the
bodies later.”

The Master Chief grinned. “Skipper, you
always did know how to have a good time.”

He stood, rising to his full six feet, nine
inches, over which was distributed 350 pounds of lean muscle. “And
it sure beats the hell out of sitting around here with my thumb up
my ass.” He stepped toward the side door. “Lemme throw a few things
in my makeup kit and we can hit the road.”

He led Thunder into what appeared to be a
workshop attached to the side of the cabin. The room was about the
size of a two-car garage. One entire wall was covered with a sheet
of louvered titanium, like a giant set of indestructible window
blinds. Quaalude entered a code in a keypad beside a workbench and
the wall cover began to rise, revealing an assortment of weapons
that would make a combat platoon bright green with envy. Beyond the
typical array of rifles, handguns, and assault weapons you’d expect
to find in any first class armory there were grenades, Claymore
anti-personnel mines, detonation devices, surveillance gear, and
enough ammunition to start—and win—a small war.

“Jeezus,” Thunder
whistled. “I knew you were nuts but this is certifiably
insane.”

Quaalude beamed. “Everybody needs a
hobby.”

He went about selecting his favorite hobby
tools. The last item he took from the wall was a .50 caliber sniper
rifle that was so large it looked as if it belonged under the
fuselage of an F 16.

“What are you going to do
with that?”

Quaalude ran a hand lovingly along the
barrel of the Barrett M82A1M. “It’s for those moments when you care
to send the very best.” He held up a couple of ammo belts. “My own
special load,” he grinned. “There’s no substitute for a 450-grain
shell traveling at 4200 feet per second.”

“We’re not going to attack
Jurassic Park.”

“Laugh if you must, Mon
Capitan, but you never know when you might have to make a head shot
at half a mile.” With one hand he hefted the mammoth weapon as if
it were made of paper mache and sighted down the barrel. Satisfied,
he growled, “Time to rock and roll.”

Thunder simply shook his head. “Glad I’m not
one of the bad guys.”


Chapter 17

 


Cassy sank into the chair in front of the
desk, her eyes darting helplessly around the empty room.

Suck it up,
Geemunu, she told herself for what seemed
like the tenth time in a day. You can take
care of yourself.

But she’d never felt so frightened and alone
before. She drew her knees to her chest and rocked the way she used
to when she was a little kid.

She found herself thinking about Thunder.
She felt silly, like a school girl mooning over the star
quarterback. But he was just so different from anyone else she’d
ever met, like some kind of mythical folk hero.

Get a
grip, she scolded herself.
He’s just a guy.

She pictured him standing in the doorway
this morning, his arms crossed, wearing that half smile, like a
naughty little boy who knew something she didn’t.

Does he ever get
lonely? she wondered.

That thought sank like a stone. Loneliness
was just another way to feel sorry for yourself. She hated
self-pity above all things, probably because she yielded to it all
too easily. But she couldn’t detect an ounce of it in him.

Her chest rose and fell with a sigh. She
felt so tired. Not just worn out but used up. Half the muscles in
her body complained when she moved, the other half complained when
she didn’t. Even the calming, familiar act of placing her fingers
on the keyboard produced a sharp pain in her back that sliced her
from shoulder to toe. She must have pulled something running
through the woods and now it hurt just to type. But she had to. She
had a job to do, a job he asked her to do.

But nothing happened. Her hands slipped off
the keyboard, refusing to cooperate, as if they were determined to
take the rest of the day off.

She didn’t know what to do. This had never
happened to her before. Usually, no matter how tired or depressed
or lonely she was, her work pulled her through. But now even that
wasn’t enough.

She stood and walked to the window. She
hesitated and peeked around the curtain. The parking lot was
deserted. The highway was deserted. For all she knew the entire
planet was deserted.

She turned on the TV to keep her company and
began pacing. CNN was running a story about China. Their Ambassador
to the UN was outraged. He claimed that his nation was unjustly
characterized as a rogue state in a secret intelligence report
written by the CIA, which was deliberately leaked to embarrass
China.

She would have smiled if she could. The
report had been leaked but not by the government.

She switched it off. There was already too
much random noise in her brain.

She returned to the desk and stared at her
laptop. She knew perfectly well what she should be doing but she
just didn’t feel like it. She watched the screen saver bounce from
corner to corner, a yellow smiley-face that slowly morphed from a
vapid grin into a terrifying scowl, like Jekyll turning into Hyde.
She programmed it as a practical joke on a friend of hers a couple
years ago and liked it so much that she installed it on her own
computers.

Another sigh escaped her lips. She felt like
the loneliest person in the world, not to mention the most
pathetic.

God, I hate it when I’m a drama queen.

She forced herself to hunt and peck a couple
of keystrokes. Her search program popped up on the screen. She
placed her fingers on the keys and tried to remember what to enter.
EAGLESAT, was that it?

Suddenly, she had a better idea. The search
could wait a moment. She grabbed the telephone and dialed a long
distance number. Thunder told her not to call anyone but it
couldn’t hurt to check her voice mail. She really needed to hear a
human voice.

The computer on the other end picked up and
rewarded her with a long, chatty, automated message from a local
political candidate, and a shorter one from Dr. Nordstrom telling
her about his meeting with Thunder. She giggled when she heard the
professor’s description of the mysterious stranger who had come
looking for her. She played his message twice and then saved it so
she could hear it again later. She hung up, immensely satisfied.
She’d made contact with another human being. That was all she
needed to get back to work.


Chapter 18

 


Two hours later and Cassy still hadn’t
learned a thing about EAGLESAT although she’d searched every
government network she could find. She glanced nervously at the
clock. She was beginning to worry. He said he’d be gone for a
couple of hours but it was already later than that.

Where are you Thunder?

She padded to the window and shifted the
blind just enough to see around it. The sun was sinking rapidly.
The parking lot felt even emptier than before.

She began to pace from one corner of the
room to the other, slapping her palms together in frustration. She
went back to the window and peeked out again. Still nothing.

Goddammit Thunder! Where are you?

She plopped into the chair and stared at the
ceiling.

Everything about the man
was a mystery. How could someone who grew up in a jungle half-way
around the world end up working for the President of the United
States? And what about the witchdoctor, was he telling the truth
about that? He didn’t talk much about
himself and what he did say was unbelievable. It was enough to
drive you nuts. And what about the stuff he didn’t say?

Was there someone special
in his life, she
wondered, maybe even a wife and
children?

She shook her head.
God only knows.

A smile spread slowly across her gloomy
face.

Wait a minute, maybe GOD does know.

She scooted in front of her laptop. Her
hands flew into action on the keyboard. Within seconds, she had
hacked into the National Records Center in St. Louis, the
repository for personnel and medical records for former members of
the armed forces. Thunder had made it clear he wasn’t in the
military but she was willing to bet serious money that at some
point he had been. Seconds later, she had a direct hit on his
name.

“Bingo!” she shouted. “I
knew it!”

His personnel record was
classified Top Secret: EYES
ONLY. Whatever he did for the government,
they didn’t want anyone else to know about it.

His record began the way they all did, with service
ID number, date of birth, and vital statistics. Then followed a
brief, typewritten addendum that contained a summary of his life
before the service. She’d never seen that before in a personnel
file.

He was born in Zaire. His parents were American
scientists, Joseph and Magdalena Weldon, on a research grant to
study chimpanzees in the rainforest. He lived there until his
mother and father were found dead. He was only thirteen.

Just like he said.

She opened a browser window and googled his
parents’ names to see if she could find out what happened to them.
The hit list contained mostly garbage but there was one, short
reference to a documentary about their work, produced in the
eighties by Joseph’s brother. She made a mental note to track down
a copy when she had the chance.

She hacked into the archives of the various
news services until she finally located two stories that might be
relevant. Both were over twenty years old. She skimmed the first, a
grisly account about a gang of poachers who’d been mauled by wild
animals in the jungle. She hated poachers. They probably got what
they deserved.

The second article was a direct hit:

 


KINSHASA (Reuters) – Two Americans were
found murdered Sunday in the Ituri Forest, Dr. Joseph Weldon and
his wife, Magdalena. Both were scientists from Stanford University
in the United States, doing field research on chimpanzees. Both
were shot through the head and stripped of their clothing. Mrs.
Weldon had been raped. Local police suspect the two may have been
killed by poachers, from whom they had been trying to protect a
chimpanzee troop they were studying. Officials stated that the
Weldons were often accompanied in the field by their thirteen-year
old son, John, who is now missing and the subject of an intense man
hunt.

 


“My god,” she
whispered.

She read the story again.

“John Weldon,” she said
when she was finished.

So that’s his real name.

She read the story once more, slowly. When
she was done there were tears in her eyes.

She searched for follow-up articles but
couldn’t find a single one. How odd. What happened to the boy? Did
they ever bring the murderers to justice? Didn’t anyone care?

She glanced at the first story again and
noticed the date. It was two days after the murders and in the same
area. This time she read it carefully from start to finish.

 


KINSHASA (Reuters) – Ten men wanted for
poaching have been discovered dead in their camp in the Ituri
region of Zaire. They were mauled by wild animals. Each of the
victims, except for one, had his throat ripped out. The exception
was the leader of the group, André Ngwana, whose arms and legs had
sustained multiple compound fractures. Officials speculate that he
suffocated while being consumed by safari ants. Wildlife
authorities conclude that the injuries were consistent with those
that might be inflicted by an enraged primate—a chimpanzee or
gorilla—although there are no recorded incidents of such an attack
on armed men. Police urge all who have business in the Ituri to
exercise extreme caution during any encounters with wild
animals.

 


“Good lord!”

What must it have been like for a little boy
to grow up in such a violent world? What happened to him after his
parents died? Why wasn’t there even a single word about it in the
local newspapers? In America, the whole, tragic drama would have
been front page news for weeks. And why did he change his name? The
more she learned about Thunder—about John Weldon—the more
mysterious he seemed to become.

She switched back to his personnel file. Three years
after his parents were murdered, his aunt and uncle finally found
him, brought him back to the United States, and enrolled him in
high school in California.

What happened to him during those
three years? she wondered.
How did he survive? Where did he live? The file didn’t
say.

After high school, he spent a few semesters in
college, then dropped out of sight. Four years later, he showed up
at the Naval Recruiting Station in San Diego. A year after that he
was a squad leader in SEAL Team 6, the Navy’s primary
counterterrorist unit. He soon became the team’s commander.

The SEALs kept him busy. His team successfully
completed missions in a dozen hot spots around the globe.
Predictably, he earned a chest full of medals. Each of his missions
was described briefly, in the terse lingo of the military, giving
the objective, the results, and a sentence or two about special
circumstances. The medal citations were almost flowery by
comparison. They couldn’t seem to find enough ways to describe his
courage under fire. That didn’t surprise her a bit.

What did surprise her was the
cryptic narrative of his final mission. His SEAL team was ordered
to extract an American serviceman captured in “enemy” territory but
the name of the enemy and the location were redacted from the
record, as were the dates and other details, including the name of
the man who was rescued. But it did say that Thunder was awarded
the Medal of Honor for his part in the mission.

She stared at the screen. Not because he won the
highest award the nation could bestow. But because of a single word
that was handwritten right next to the citation:

 


Declined

 


“He declined the
Medal of Honor?” she
said. “Why would anyone do that?”

There was no explanation. In fact there was nothing
else in his file except for the date of his resignation from the
service. She read the whole thing again in case she might have
missed anything but she still couldn’t figure it out. The more she
knew about Thunder, the less she understood.

Why would he decline any medal, especially that
one?

Why would he leave the service right after that
happened?

Why would he—

There was a knock at the door. She nearly fell out
of the chair. Outside, she heard a muffled voice say, “Hi Honey,
I’m home.”

“Jerk,” she mumbled, but she
couldn’t keep from smiling. She quickly closed all the windows that
were open on her screen. No reason for him to see what she’d been
doing. She jumped up and bounded across the room like a
teenager.

Should I be angry with him for leaving me alone so
long?

She stole a quick glance at the mirror as she
passed. She looked like crap. But short of wearing a bag over her
head there wasn’t much she could do about that now. She smoothed
her hair, out of habit, and checked her teeth. As if that would
make a difference.

Maybe I should be just a little
bit cross, she decided, to let him know how I feel.

Despite her appearance, despite the circumstances,
she wanted to laugh. She slipped the chain from the plate and threw
the door open.

The first man through grabbed her by the
throat and thrust her back into the room. The second was only a
step behind. With a quick glance over his shoulder, he closed the
door and shoved the barrel of a semi-automatic pistol in her
face.

“I can kill you now,” he
said pleasantly, “or you can cooperate and live a while longer.” He
smiled, his black eyes bereft of life. “Which do you
prefer?”

She had never faced a
loaded weapon before. In itself, that was terrifying enough. But
the man who held it was even worse. She knew from the look in his
eyes that he didn’t give a damn whether she lived or died. He
didn’t give a damn whether anyone
lived or died.

He motioned for his subordinate to let her
go. He ground the barrel of his weapon into her forehead to get her
full attention.

She gasped and was angry with herself for
showing pain. Stoically, she asked, “What do you want me to
do?”

He slapped her so hard her feet shot out
from under her. When she fell, her head bounced off the floor.

He stood over her, the same inert expression
on his face. “It’s impolite to answer a question with a question.
Your parents should have taught you this.”

Her stunned brain registered his perfect
English, with a slight British accent. Almost genteel. The opposite
of everything else about him. She tried to sit up but her head was
swimming from the impact.

“Permit me to help you,”
he said.

He grabbed a handful of hair and yanked her
to her feet.

It felt like her scalp was being ripped from
her skull. She nearly passed out from the pain.

“Let’s try again, shall
we?” he said. “Are you going to cooperate, or not?”

She threw up.

He stepped out of the way. “I’ll take that as a
yes.” He grabbed the scruff of her neck and hurled her against the
wall. Her forehead ricocheted off the plaster. She collapsed in a
pile on the floor and began sobbing.

He lit a Turkish cigarette and inhaled
deeply. “Pack,” he commanded her, thick smoke swirling from his
nostrils. “We must be on our way.”

She didn’t move.

He took a step toward her.

She dragged herself to her feet. Blood
dripped from her nose and ear. She could feel the bruise spreading
across her throbbing forehead. She staggered to the desk, unplugged
her laptop, and dropped it along with the power brick into her
backpack.

He nodded approvingly and exhaled in a gray
cloud. “You learn quickly. Who knows how long that can keep you
alive.”

 



Chapter 19

 


Thunder was driving as he and Quaalude
approached the motel from the west. The sun was sinking behind the
mountains. The road was deserted. They turned into the driveway and
rolled to a stop between the chipped and faded lines of the parking
space that angled off from Cassy’s room. There were no other cars
in the lot. There was no sign of activity, although lights were on
in a couple of the rooms, including hers.

Thunder stepped from the car. The first
thing he noticed was the stench of harsh tobacco lingering in the
still air. Turkish, probably. An alarm went off in his brain. He
strode quickly to the door. He had a key but he assumed she would
have the chain in place, so he knocked first. There was no
response. He knocked louder. Still no response.

He unlocked the door and pushed it open. He
stepped inside the empty room. The smell of smoke was even stronger
here. Mixed with it was the faint scent of fresh blood.

He spun around and raced to the car.
Quaalude was right behind him. They were moving before the doors
were closed. The small six-cylinder redlined for the several
seconds it took to blow past the speed limit.

“How big a lead do they
have?” Quaalude asked over the whine of the engine.

“Five minutes.”

He nodded and pulled a .50 caliber Desert
Eagle from his shoulder holster. The handgun was considered too
large and unwieldy for combat but in Quaalude’s hands it looked
small. He yanked the slide and chambered a round.

The darker it got the faster they went. They
flew past a series of feeder roads that led off the main one. All
were blacktop rather than dirt or gravel so there was no cloud of
dust to indicate which turn Cassy’s abductors might have taken, if
indeed they had taken a turn at all. There was simply no way to
tell which way they’d gone.

Thunder slowed, pulled off on the shoulder,
and stopped. For nearly a minute, he sat motionless, breathing
deeply, allowing his subconscious to concentrate on the problem at
hand.

Quaalude left him alone.

Thunder popped the car in reverse and shot
backwards across the roadway. He yanked the steering wheel. With a
screech, the smoking tires broke from the pavement and the
4,000-pound vehicle spun in a neat pirouette. It skidded to a stop
in the far lane, now facing in the opposite direction. He shifted
and floored it.

“We passed a sign for an
airport about a mile back,” he said as he accelerated. “They might
be taking her to a plane.” Or
not, he thought. But at least it was a
chance.

They were almost past the sign before they
saw it, nearly hidden behind the leaves of an overhanging tree.
Thunder made the turn on two wheels. They found themselves racing
along a ribbon of fresh blacktop, so new that the lane markings had
yet to be applied.

He accelerated into the darkness. He was
pushing a hundred on a road meant for thirty but he would have gone
faster if the little engine could. They topped the first rise and
went airborne. The same happened with the second.

A mile more and he saw it on the left, the
broad, level expanse of an airfield. A squat building with
corrugated siding and a flat roof was the only permanent fixture.
Over the door, a bare bulb provided token illumination. Several
small planes were parked in the shadows on the far side of the
runway. He skidded onto the service road and spotted a dark sedan
at the head of the runway. Beside it was an airplane aligned for
takeoff. It was larger than the others, a twin engine Beechcraft
with a pressurized cabin. The running lights flicked on and the
aircraft began to move.

He shot into the runway just as the plane
was passing in front of him. He yanked the parking brake and spun
the wheel. The car fishtailed onto the tarmac behind the
Beechcraft. He shoved the pedal to the mat and the car leaped
forward. For a few seconds he was able to match the plane’s speed
while both vehicles accelerated but slowly it began to pull
away.

Without a word, Quaalude reached into the
back seat and brought forward the Barrett. The monster rifle was
too large for the passenger compartment so he leaned back and
smashed his huge combat boot into the windshield. It popped out in
one piece and sailed over the roof. In a practiced motion he braced
the Barrett against his shoulder, chambered a round, found the
target, and squeezed the trigger. With the sound of a thunderclap,
four feet of flame exploded from the barrel and the tire under the
right wing blew apart. The aircraft swerved dangerously as the
pilot fought to keep it under control.

Thunder was driving with his lights off. He
hoped the pilot hadn’t noticed him or at least would be too busy
trying to stop the plane to figure out what happened to the tire.
He fell into place directly behind the slowing aircraft and stopped
when it did. He and Quaalude jumped out and ran under the
fuselage.

The hatch popped open and the pilot
clambered down, pistol in hand, to inspect the damage. As he turned
around, Thunder smashed a fist in his face. He crumpled to the
pavement. Before he hit the ground Thunder was up the ladder and
into the hatch. He swept the cabin with the pilot’s sidearm but the
plane was empty.

Decoy.

“Thunder!”

He leaned outside. Quaalude was pointing to
the far end of the runway. The sedan was speeding down the service
road toward the highway. Thunder leaped from the plane and they
sprinted for their car. They reached the highway in seconds but by
then the other vehicle had already vanished into the night.

 



Chapter 20

 


Cassy was in the back seat curled in a fetal
position. She was shaking from the adrenalin pounding in her veins
and yet her body felt too heavy to move, as if fear and exhaustion
had combined to crush the life out of her. She struggled to sit
up.

The men in front paid no attention to her.
They were too busy watching the road as they sped through the
darkness.

On either side of her, the forest that lined
the roadway was nothing but a blur. She felt the sudden
deceleration as the driver braked into a turn. A yellow sign
flashed by the window. She recognized the squiggly black line that
warned of a series of hairpin turns ahead. Suddenly, she didn’t
feel so tired anymore.

In the gloom, she could just make out her
small backpack across the seat. She reached for it and slowly
dragged it toward her.

When they rounded the second turn, even
tighter than the first, they were forced to cut their speed in
half. She grabbed the backpack and reached for the door, praying
there wasn’t a childproof lock. It opened and she leaped from the
car.

She hit the asphalt like a bag of bricks and
tumbled over and over, tucked into a tight ball so that her arms
and shoulders would absorb most of the punishment. She bounced over
a drainage ditch and smashed into a tree. She sank to the ground,
barely conscious, until she heard the screech of tires behind her
when the car braked to a stop. She thrust herself to her feet and
plunged into the brush. Dazed and bruised, she ran as fast as she
knew how.

The undergrowth grew thick and brutal but
she couldn’t afford to slow down. The ground sloped abruptly
uphill. She climbed with all her might but she could feel her
pursuers gaining on her. She topped the rise and raced at breakneck
speed down the far side, trying desperately to increase her lead.
But when she reached the bottom she could hear them behind her,
closer than ever.

 


Thunder flew around a hairpin turn, barely
keeping all four wheels on the ground. His lights spilled over a
dark blue sedan on the shoulder ahead. He stomped on the brakes and
skidded to a stop. He and Quaalude jumped out and ran to the other
car. It was empty.

In a glance, Thunder read the traces left in
the soft grass by the side of the road. Two men jumped from the car
in a hurry. Both were wearing flat-soled dress shoes, which meant
they hadn’t planned to go hiking in the woods. He figured one was
about five six and weighed a hundred and seventy pounds. The other
weighed at least a hundred pounds more and was well over six feet.
The scent of Turkish tobacco told him they were the men from the
motel room. They tried to jump the drainage ditch by the side of
the road. The big one slipped on the slick grass. He clawed his way
to the top and they ran into the woods.

There was no sign of Cassy.

“She must have jumped from
the car while it was still moving,” said Quaalude.

But Thunder was already at a dead run
following their tracks. Soon, they intersected hers. She was only a
minute or two ahead of her pursuers.

A gunshot shattered the silence.

“Nine millimeter,” said
Quaalude, running up behind him. “Two hundred yards straight
ahead.”

They sprinted toward the sound.

 


If she didn’t stop for a moment she would
collapse. She leaned over, her palms on her knees, and nearly
passed out. She sucked in the humid air in great gulps, willing her
body to recover enough to push on.

Overhead, the tree frogs were keeping time
as if this were just another summer evening. A gentle breeze
carried the sweetness of honeysuckle and mint. She might have
forgotten where she was if not for the sound of the men behind her,
crashing through the undergrowth and closing in.

Two more deep breaths and she was on the
move. She raced to the top of the next ridge where she saw the moon
rising before her, bathing the forest in ghostly shadows. A gunshot
exploded like dynamite behind her. A bullet whizzed past and
clipped a branch an inch from her knee.

She sprang forward and covered the ground in
leaps and bounds. The steep, downward slope added to her momentum
until it felt like she was flying. She hit the bottom at full speed
and sped across the level ground with great strides until her
sandal caught the edge of a stone half-buried in the dead leaves
and sent her head-over-heels into a cluster of thorns.

She bounced up, ignoring the pain of her
shredded skin, and stepped into the clear. Her ankle gave way in a
spasm of pain and she collapsed. She struggled to her feet and
tried again, gingerly. She could put weight on it, so it wasn’t
broken, but she could no longer run. This was the end of the
line.

She glanced around and hobbled toward a
thicket that looked in the darkness as if it might safely conceal a
tank. She reached it and sank to her knees, her breath ragged and
gasping, and crawled into the shadows.

She heard them thrashing their way down the
hill, louder than ever, and waited. They came to where she fell.
She held her breath. They moved past the spot, away from her,
farther and farther into the darkness.

Thank you God!

Then they stopped. The sudden silence was
more terrifying than anything that had come before. They began
calling to one another in what sounded to her like Arabic. She
could hear them backtracking in her direction. Their harsh voices
grew louder and louder as they crashed through the woods,
zigzagging back and forth but always toward her. She watched the
beams of their flashlights bobbing in the darkness. They made no
attempt to be quiet. Quite the opposite, they were making as much
noise as possible, as if they were trying to frighten her from her
cover like a wild animal.

It almost worked.
She did want to
jump up and run. But she wouldn’t get far on a gimpy ankle. The
only chance she had was to stay hidden and hope they missed her in
the dark.

The moon had risen high enough to spill a
meager glow into the valley. It was all she needed to spot the
ghostly shapes moving through the darkness. If she could see them
it wouldn’t be long before they could see her. She burrowed deeper
into her hiding place and closed her eyes so they wouldn’t reflect
a stray beam of light back to her pursuers.

They were so close she could hear their
labored breathing. They were bearing directly toward her, only a
few yards away. Each step shortened the distance, bringing them
closer and closer until they were right on top of her. She held her
breath. One of them forced his way through the thicket in which she
was hidden, passing so close to her that his footsteps compressed
the leaves beside her head. It seemed impossible he would not step
on her. The other passed at her feet. Through the slits of her eyes
she watched the beam of his flashlight sweep the ground just inches
from her face.

Her fear had turned into full-fledged panic
but it was too late to run. She was shaking, vibrating like a
tuning fork. Insects crawled over her bare skin as if she were
dead. They burrowed into her nostrils and ears. They bit and stung
wherever they pleased. She couldn’t brush them off. She couldn’t
even scratch. All she could do was clench her fists and try to
remain still.

One man barked something to the other and
turned back toward her hiding place. In the gloom, she could see
the tips of his wingtip shoes less than a foot from her nose. She
heard the sound of a zipper.

Oh god!

She closed her eyes. A stream of urine
cascaded through the brush, splattering her hair and neck like a
steaming shower. It trickled down her face and stung her nose and
lips. She struggled for breath. Her heart hammered her chest as if
it were trying to escape. But she couldn’t move. She couldn’t
scream. She couldn’t even cover her head. All she could do was grit
her teeth and try to keep from throwing up.

By the time he finished, she was retching.
She strained to keep the violent convulsions to herself but she
couldn’t do it. A beam of light flashed into her eyes, blinding
her. The man shouted something to his partner. He reached into the
bushes and grabbed her hair.

“No!” she screamed.
“No!”

She struck and clawed his arm but he
wouldn’t let go.

He dragged her from her hiding place.

She twisted and thrashed like a fish with a
hook tearing its guts out. She shrieked and swore and—

The hand let go. The flashlight dropped in
front of her, still switched on. She heard something heavy collapse
into the underbrush a few feet away. She heard something similar to
her left. And then silence.

It was now or never. She jumped to her feet
and leaped from the thicket.

She collided with a dark figure. She struck
at him with all her might, slamming her fists into his chest.

He grabbed her wrists.

She kicked him again and again.

He said something that in her rage she
couldn’t hear.

She writhed, and twisted, and tried to knee
him in the groin but he deflected it. She sank her teeth into a
bare forearm and closed her eyes, willing herself the strength to
rip a chunk of flesh from the bone.

“Take it easy, Cassy,”
said a voice. “It’s me.”

She blinked as if she were in a
dream. She stopped struggling. She lifted her head and found
herself looking into a pair of gentle eyes.

Thunder.

The soft moonlight rimmed his hair like a halo. She
opened her mouth to speak but nothing came out. She tried to
swallow but her throat was too dry. She shifted her weight to look
at him and her ankle collapsed in a shudder of pain.

He caught her and lifted her into his arms.

Without a word, he started through the woods. He
moved without effort, as if in some mystical fashion the thick
forest was willing to part for him.

She buried her head against his chest and held
tight. Her shattered nerves demanded the release that only tears
could provide but she refused to cry, as if for some reason she had
to show him how strong she could be.

She lost track of time. Her heartbeat slowed and
soon she could breathe evenly again. She felt the adrenaline bleed
from her body, only to be replaced by the dullness of fatigue. But
she was alert and suddenly aware that she was being carried like a
child.

“I can walk,” she
announced, her voice sounding harsher than she intended.

They were back at the road.

He set her feet on the pavement and braced
her arms until she regained her balance, which took a little longer
than she expected.

She smiled sheepishly. Until she saw the
giant looming behind him.

She gasped.

In the moonlight, he looked twice the size
of a man. He was dressed in full camouflage fatigues, with a
monster rifle cradled in arms that looked like the trunks of trees.
Draped across his shoulder was an ammo belt stuffed with the
largest cartridges she had ever seen. His face was twisted into a
scowl that froze the blood in her veins.

Thunder followed her gaze and smiled.
“Cassandra Geemunu,” he announced in a formal tone, “I’d like to
introduce Master Chief Ajax Miller. You can call him Quaalude.”

She blinked at Thunder and then at the
giant, who extended his hand. On reflex, she did the same. “Pleased
to meet you,” she mumbled.

His huge hand enveloped hers. His ferocious
expression softened into a charming smile. He bowed slightly and
said in a courtly southern drawl, “The pleasure’s all mine,
ma’am.”

She couldn’t help but smile back, until she
noticed the dark blue sedan a few yards beyond him.

“My god,” she said,
“that’s their car.” Her eyes darted about. “Where are they?” she
whispered, trying to control the panic in her voice.

“Unconscious,” Thunder
replied.

She looked at Quaalude.

He shrugged. “The Skipper wouldn’t let me
kill ’em,” he explained, clearly disappointed.

She stared at Thunder. “Skipper?”

He sighed and opened the passenger door for
her. “It’s a long story.” He handed her the backpack he found by
the side of the road.

“Oh my God!” she said, “I
almost forgot about this.” She flipped it open and checked to see
if her laptop was still intact. It was.

Thunder headed around to the other side.
Quaalude closed the door for her and quickly caught up with
him.

“Those guys aren’t from
the NSA,” he whispered.

“Nope.”

“And they aren’t
mercenaries.”

“Nope,” Thunder repeated.
He cast a quick look inside the car. Cassy’s eyes were already
closed. “She’s beat. We can ask her some questions
later.”

Quaalude nodded. He ducked his head inside
what the rental agency euphemistically called a full-size car and
folded his huge form in half to squeeze into the rear seat.

Thunder slid behind the wheel. He stole one
more glance at Cassy, who appeared to be sleeping peacefully, eased
the vehicle onto the road, and headed into the darkness.


Chapter 21

 


They hadn’t gone far when the front tire hit
a pothole deep enough to bounce Thunder’s head off the roof
liner.

Cassy’s eyes snapped open. She smiled shyly
at him.

“Sorry about that,” he
said.

“Are you kidding? I’m glad
just to be alive.”

He smiled back.

“I mean it,” she said
quietly. “I can never thank you enough.” She turned to Quaalude in
the back seat. “Either of you.”

He answered with a wide grin.

“Who were they?” asked
Thunder.

She shuddered. She didn’t want to think
about them.

“I don’t know,” she
replied. “They never identified themselves. They never even told me
what they wanted. They just appeared at the motel, beat me up, and
threw me in the car.”

She was startled by the sudden change in
Thunder’s expression. His jaw muscles bunched into a knot. The
kindness that seemed to be a permanent fixture in his eyes winked
out for a moment, replaced by an expression unlike anything she had
ever seen before, more wild animal than man. But when she blinked
it was gone. His eyes were once again full of warmth and charm.

“They spoke Arabic,” she
added.

Thunder exchanged glances with Quaalude in
the mirror.

“But one of them spoke
perfect English. I think he had a trace of a British
accent.”

No one said anything for some time. Miles
dropped behind them before she finally broke the silence.

“Why didn’t tell me you
were a Navy SEAL?”

Thunder cast a long look at her. “You were
supposed to be doing research, not reading my personnel file.”

“You were supposed to be
back in a couple of hours.”

In the backseat, Quaalude grinned.

Another silence.

“You told me you aren’t in
the military,” she said.

“I’m not,” Thunder
replied.

“But you were.”

He nodded.

She stared into the
blackness as the car leaned into a turn. “My brother had a lot
respect for SEALs. He said they were almost as good as his
outfit.”

The SEALS
smiled.

“What outfit was that?”
Quaalude asked diplomatically.

“Delta Force,” she
replied.

Thunder stole a glance at her.

Quaalude sat up straighter in the
darkness.

“Your brother was in
Delta?” Thunder asked.

She nodded
sadly.

“No wonder you’re so proud
of him,” said Thunder. “Those guys are some of the best in the
world.”

“Yeah,” she sighed. “He
was so good it killed him.”

“Where did it happen?”
Quaalude asked.

“The Army never said,” she
replied, her voice wrung out. “And all Billy would tell us before
he left was that he was going to the Middle East.”

Again the men made eye
contact.

“When did it happen?”
asked Quaalude.

“About eight years ago,”
she answered, staring out the window. “I wasn’t even in high school
yet.”

Thunder’s eyes darted
again to the mirror. “What was his handle?”

“His what?”

“His handle,” said
Thunder. “The nickname his buddies gave him. Everybody in elite
units has one. Like the Master Chief, for example. We all called
him Quaalude.”

She glanced over her
shoulder at the man who seemed to fill the back seat. “Quaalude?”
she repeated, considering the name for the first time. “Were you a
drug addict?”

He nearly fell over
laughing.

“Not unless you consider
Peanut M&Ms to be a drug,” said Thunder.

She frowned, still not
quite getting it.

“We went through SEAL
training together,” said Thunder. “During our first live-fire
exercise, most of us were terrified. But the Master Chief started
life as a Gunnery Sergeant in the Marine Corps. For him it was like
a walk in the park. Bullets flying over our heads. Explosions
everywhere. It felt like we were storming the beaches at Normandy.
The Master Chief was the only one who remained calm. He shouted a
few orders, calmly dragged us into the proper positions, and never
broke a sweat. Cool wasn’t the right word for it, he was downright
mellow. So in the middle of everything, with all hell breaking
loose, somebody shouts, ‘What’s the matter with you, man, are you
on quaaludes?’ From then on that’s what everybody called
him.”

She smiled. “What a great
story!”

“So what was your
brother’s handle?” Quaalude asked.

She thought about it.
Billy talked a lot about what he learned in the Army but he almost
never talked about what he did in the Army. She had to beg him for
even the most basic details. And he never mentioned a
nickname.

“I don’t know,” she said
at last. “He never told me.”

“How about the guys in his
unit?” asked Thunder. “What did they call him?”

“I never met them, at
least not anybody from Delta. Whenever Billy came home, he came
alone. And the one time we got to visit him, he asked us to meet
him off base. For security reasons I suppose.” Her gaze moved from
Quaalude to Thunder. “Why is his handle so important?”

“Professional curiosity,”
said Thunder.

She studied his face for a
moment. “Why do I think you’re not telling me the
truth?”

Quaalude laughed.

“Now what’s funny?” she
asked.

Thunder glared into the
rearview mirror. “Yeah, what’s funny?”

Quaalude was grinning like
a schoolboy. “It’s just that Thunder’s the one who’s always reading
other people. I’m not used to watching anybody read
him.”

Her face lit up. She poked
Thunder in the arm and said “Let that be a lesson to
you!”

He shook his head.

“So what’s your handle?”
she asked him.

“Are you kidding?” said
Quaalude. “With a name like Thunder, who needs a
handle?”

They laughed and lapsed into a comfortable
silence.

Thunder kept his eyes on the road.

Quaalude took advantage of the opportunity
to check his weapons.

Cassy wracked her brain
but couldn’t recall any nicknames that Billy mentioned. If a handle
was so important, why hadn’t he told her about it? It made her
wonder what else he hadn’t told her about.

The motion of the car
rocked her into a dreamy state. She was oddly comfortable, given
what she’d just been through, and even began to relax for the first
time in days. That lasted all of five minutes.

“You know what I can’t
figure out?” she suddenly asked. “How did those guys find me at the
motel?”

Thunder kept his eyes on
the strip of road ahead, narrowly illuminated by the headlights.
“Did you go anywhere?” he asked.

“No, I never left the
room, just like you said.”

“Did you call
anyone?”

“Not a soul. You told me
not to.”

“Did you call your voice
mail?” asked Quaalude.

Her hands flew to her
mouth. “Oh my God!” She spun around, wide-eyed, and stared at him.
“Can they trace that?”

“You’re an engineer,” he
said. “Could you?”

Her shoulders sagged. Her
head fell against the seat. “Yeah,” she sighed. “In a heartbeat. It
just never occurred to me.”

“Probably the first place
they looked.”

She stared into the night.
“I’m so sorry,” she said. “About everything. This is all my
fault.”

Thunder glanced at her.
“You didn’t ask to be kidnapped,” he said. “We’re just glad we got
there in time.”

She looked at both of them.

“Me too,” she said with a
tired smile.

She leaned back against
the headrest and closed her eyes. A few minutes later she was
snoring.


Chapter 22

 


“The way of Islam is the
way of peace,” said the aged Imam as he neared the conclusion of
his khutbah, what
his American congregation would call a sermon. As he did every
Friday afternoon during the weekly gathering for prayer, Abu
al-Zayed gazed solemnly at his audience, determined to set for them
the proper tone for the coming week.

There were perhaps forty men seated before
him on the carpeted floor of the modest mosque, surrounded on all
four walls by beautifully calligraphed passages from the Holy
Qur’an. They knew next to nothing about Islam but at least they
found the time to come here once a week. No small feat in a heathen
land where most people thought nothing of taking the afternoon off
to play golf but had to beg and plead with their employers for a
few minutes to worship Allah.

As ignorant and weak as these people were,
this place provided him with the ideal location from which to
operate while he was in the United States. He needed a safe haven,
a place where he could associate in private, without suspicion,
with those few believers who were truly committed to Allah.

“The name ‘Islam’ is
derived from the Arabic word salama,” he told the congregation in
his British-accented English. “Salama means peace.” He felt foolish
having to explain this but he was in Northern Virginia now, not his
native Iraq, and his listeners knew even less about Arabic than
they knew of Islam. He must be patient with them, for at least a
while longer. What did the Americans call it? A cover story. He had
to maintain his cover until his work was done.

“To be of Islamic faith
means to find peace through submission to the will of Allah,” he
told his listeners. “This is why all true Muslims love peace. This
is why, around the world, all true Muslims are bringers of peace,
because to submit to the will of Allah is to experience the peace
that submission, and submission alone, can bring.”

“Praise God,” someone
said.

Abu ignored the crude outburst.

God, he thought. He would never utter that word, even for an
American audience, even to maintain his cover. God is an insult to Allah. God is a
word that is easy to modify—the
god, a
god, my
god. But Allah cannot be modified. Allah is the
be-all, end-all of the universe. There is no an Allah or my Allah or the Allah, there is only Allah.
Allah cannot be diminished or modified in any way. Allah is
indivisible. Allah is Allah. That one simple truth, the very
foundation of Islam, is something he knew these people would never
understand.

“Just as peace is the
flower of Islam,” he continued, “there can be no true peace without
submission to the will of Allah. We are blessed with His word and
with His law but only if we hear them. Only if we obey them. So let
us go forth from this day as Muslims and submit to the peace that
only Allah can provide.” He paused for effect, his eyes seeming to
make individual contact with everyone in the room.

“Assalamu Alalikum Wa Rahmatullahi Wa
Barakatuh,” he said, smiling. He then
repeated the phrase in English for these poor fools who lacked the
faith and piety to learn Arabic, the one true language of the one
true religion of the one true God. “May the peace, the mercy, and
the blessings of Allah be upon you.”

With that Abu al-Zayed turned and gravely
resumed his seat on the carpeted floor as a lesser cleric led them
in the closing prayers.

When the service was over,
Abu slipped out a side door without greeting any of the members of
his congregation. He was not a politician; he was a servant of
Allah. He headed down the polished corridor that led away from the
prayer room and took the steps that descended to the basement.
There, he walked the length of another hallway to a door at the end
of which was a small keypad. He punched in a five-number security
code and the door popped open. He entered a suite of rooms reserved
for his private use. In the second room on the left, the one he
used as an office, he found the two men who were waiting for him.
They stood when he entered the room.

With careful dignity, he
seated himself on a pillow on the floor and motioned for them to do
the same. The room was sparsely decorated. There were more verses
from the Qur’an but in keeping with Islamic law there were no
pictures of people or animals, no graven images of any kind. Abu
noticed the smell of alcohol on the breath of the larger of the two
men, Hakkim Abdul-Haqq, the one whom Allah made as big as an ox if
not quite as intelligent. But he served Allah’s purpose
nonetheless. Abu ignored the man’s breach of Islamic law and turned
to the other, the smaller one with the weightlifter’s physique and
the ruthless eyes, his most trusted servant in the United
States.

“You failed, Mu’izz,” Abu
told the man in Arabic.

Mu’izz al-Saleh stared
ahead impassively. He nodded.

“The girl tried to
escape,” he replied in the same language. He spit out the word
‘girl as if it were a foul taste in his mouth. “We found her but we
were attacked.”

“By whom?” Abu asked.
Neither man answered. He looked from one face to the other. “You
don’t know?”

Mu’izz shook his head. “We
were in the forest. They surprised us in the dark.”

Abu was not surprised. His
men were imperfect instruments. They had been born and raised in
the Iraqi desert, the tall one a simple shepherd and the dangerous
one a teacher of history. Their lives changed the day the Americans
invaded their country. These men learned to hate and to fight. They
became good soldiers of Allah, willing to die at His command. But
they were ill equipped for the woodlands that covered so much of
the United States.

“We must have that girl,”
Abu said, “if we are to control her computer.”

The electronic chirp of a
cell phone interrupted him. With an edge of irritation, Abu
answered it. He spoke quietly for a moment and hung up. He turned
toward the humbled men before him, his face unreadable, and paused
for a moment.

“Sunni has regained access to the
girl’s computer,” he told them. “We now have complete control of
that device. Even she cannot use it without our
permission.”

“Subhana Allah!” said Mu’izz.
May Allah be praised!

“You have done well to
make this possible,” the Imam told them.

The men before him sat a
little straighter.

“We no longer need the girl,” he
said. “But she is still a threat. She is the only one who can
interfere with Allah’s great plan for America.”

Hakkim glanced at Mu’izz,
whose attention was riveted on the cleric.

“I understand, Imam,” said
the smaller man.

Abu nodded.

“We found her once and we
shall find her again,” Mu’izz said. He stood. His partner rose
beside him and towered above the others.

Abu stared deeply into
their eyes. “This time, you will not fail.”

They shook their
heads.

“Then go,” the Imam said.
“And finish what you have started.”


Chapter 23

 


Cassy was aroused from a
deep slumber by the aroma of frying bacon. Her eyes blinked open,
and shut, and then open again long enough to focus on her
unfamiliar surroundings.

Uh oh…here we go again.

For the second morning in
a row, she found herself in a strange bed, in a strange room. Two
of the walls were constructed of rough-hewn logs. In each was a
small window with the shade pulled. The cross beams were exposed
overhead and the furnishings were simple and rustic. It reminded
her of her own cabin.

Last night felt like a bad
dream. She could remember every detail, at least until the
conversation in the car. She must have drifted off after that.
Someone must have carried her inside and put her to bed like a
child.

Oh no…

She snatched back the
sheet and let out a sigh of relief. She was still wearing the
clothes from the night before. The white sheets were stained with
her sweat and blood and probably ruined. But at least she was still
dressed.

Her eyes played across the
room. She wondered how long she had slept. Most of the morning, at
least. The sunlight glowing around the edges of the shades
suggested as much.

There was a small clock by
the bedside. She was right, it was already past noon.

She dragged back the
covers and felt a sharp twinge along the left side of her body.
Must have been the tumble she took from the car. She swung her legs
around and let her feet touch the floor. Her sprained ankle
throbbed in protest but the swelling wasn’t bad. It was more sore
than anything else. She put some weight on it and it appeared to be
okay.

Her arms and legs were
covered with fresh scratches and bruises. She was afraid to look at
her face. How many more mornings like this she could
survive?

She stood and felt a
twinge in her ankle. She put all her weight on it and it felt about
the same. Just a minor sprain. With an ace bandage she’d be as good
as new.

There was a bathrobe
hanging on a hook on the back of the door. She couldn’t very well
leave the room looking the way she did so she put it on. And
started laughing. The robe was large enough for a family of five.
Even the sleeves hung to the floor. She felt like Jack and the
Beanstalk in the giant’s house. She wrapped it around herself twice
and tied it closed.

She opened the door. She
was at the end of a short hallway. On the right she saw another
door opening into a bathroom. That was the next stop.

She flipped on the light
and from habit glanced in the mirror. Bad mistake. She looked like
the loser in a bar fight. Her entire left cheek was a mottled
bruise. New scratches and scrapes were everywhere and beginning to
glow with infection. Oddly, the ones that were fresh only yesterday
were now almost completely healed. Must be the miracle gunk from
Thunder, she decided. She hoped he had some more. But even that
wouldn’t help her hair. A scarecrow wouldn’t be caught dead with
it.

That did it. She turned on
the shower and slipped out of her grimy clothes. She stepped under
the steaming spray and endured a moment of exquisite agony. But it
was worth it. When she was finished she toweled off and stared in
the mirror. She looked hideous but she felt whole again.

Now if she just had
something to wear. Her old clothes were shredded. She couldn’t put
them on even if they were clean. She wrapped the robe around her
and opened the door. Neatly folded on the floor she found a pair of
cutoff jeans and a red tank top. Apparently, she wasn’t the first
woman to spend the night here.

She dressed quickly and
followed her nose to the end of the hallway. It emptied into a
large room with a vaulted ceiling supported by thick, hand-hewn
timbers. Two entire walls were lined with books.

Jeezus, she thought, this guy must be a
genius.

She passed along the
book-wall and rounded a corner, determined to follow the compelling
aroma to its source. Before her was a plank table surrounded by
wooden chairs. It was set for three people. At the far end of a
long room was a gourmet kitchen, tastefully rough and rustic in
appearance but with all the comforts of home. She felt like she had
just stepped into the pages of Country
Living. In front of a down-draft grill
stood Quaalude, wrapped in an apron the size of a bed sheet. Across
the front it read Kiss the
Chef. He towered over a huge, rectangular
skillet simmering with bacon.

“Good morning,” his voice
boomed, “Welcome to Chez Quaalude. Sure hope you’re
hungry.”

Hungry didn’t begin to
describe it. She stepped toward him and stared into the pan as he
carefully turned each sputtering strip. The aroma was heavenly.
There was just one little problem. “I’m a vegetarian,” she
said.

He froze, a fresh strip of
thick-cut bacon dangling from the tongs in his hand. He stared
helplessly at a countertop of plates piled high with freshly fried
eggs, and bacon, and ham.

She stared at all that
food, at all the work he’d put into it. She couldn’t bear to hurt
his feelings. Not to mention she was starving.

“Maybe I can make an
exception,” she said, trying not to smile. “Just for
you.”

He eyed her warily for a
moment and winked. “That’s a good choice in this house,” he
replied, as he lowered the bacon into the spattering pan. “Unless
you’re planning a hunger strike.”

She brushed a lock of hair
from her forehead. “Thanks for the clothes,” she said. “That was
very thoughtful.”

He looked her up and down.
“They fit great. My daughter would be pleased.”

“How old is
she?”

“Eighteen,” he replied
proudly. “She lives with her mom in Cleveland. But she’s just
starting her first year at the University of Virginia.
Charlottesville’s not much more than an hour from here so I’ll get
to see a lot more of her.”

“She’s lucky to have her
dad so nearby.”

He laughed. “Not sure if
she’d agree with that.” He turned back to his cooking, “But I’m
happy about it.”

Her eyes settled on the
shelves crammed with books. “Have you read all those?”

He gazed in that direction
and smiled. “Most of ’em more than once. You gotta have something to do out
here.”

“You must be a college
professor, or something.”

He laughed. “The truth is
I never even finished high school. Had to get my GED just to join
the Navy.” He went back to flipping bacon. “But I do like to
read.”

The door opened and
Thunder appeared with his backpack over his shoulder. “Welcome back
to the world of the living,” he said cheerfully.

Cassy smiled and blushed
at the same time. “I guess I slept pretty well.”

“I guess
you did,” said Quaalude. “If I set off a charge of C-4 next to your
pillow, I doubt you would’ve turned over.” He jerked his head
toward Thunder. “Blame him for the books. That’s where most
of ’em
come from.”

“Ahhh,” said Thunder as he
settled into a chair, “the library of the infamous Dr.
Quaalude.”

“You gave him all those
books?” she asked.

“Some.”

“Did you read
them?”

“Sometimes.”

Quaalude winked at her.
“Trust me, he reads them all. And he remembers everything he reads,
even when he doesn’t understand it.”

She laughed like a
schoolgirl.

“You don’t happen to have
any more of that mystery paste, do you?” she asked Thunder. She
held up her arms, streaked with scratches.

He reached into his
backpack and pulled out a small plastic container. He handed it to
her. She popped the lid and recognized the greenish-brown
goo.

“Fresh this morning,” he
said.

She stared at him. “You
made this for me?”

He shrugged. His answer
for everything.

Was he the sweetest man on
earth, she wondered, or was she simply losing her
perspective?

“Thanks,” she said
quietly, and headed for the bathroom. “Be back in a flash.” But
before she closed the door, she turned and said as sternly as she
could manage, “You better not start without me.”

“Then you better hurry,”
Quaalude replied with a wink.

She made a face and pulled
the door closed. But she took his advice. As quickly as she could,
she smeared the ointment across her forehead and cheeks and then
her arms and legs. It tingled like before but not as much as when
Thunder applied it. That thought made her smile. She was done in a
jiffy and headed back into the kitchen.

Quaalude was piling a
small mountain of bacon onto a serving tray that Thunder was
holding.

“Anything I can do to
help?” she asked.

“Just have seat,” said
Quaalude, nodding toward the table, “and eat as much as is humanly
possible.”

She laughed and settled
into one of the three places that had been set. The magic paste was
already dry on her arms. She could no longer feel even the
slightest pain from the scrapes and scratches that covered her
skin. Thunder could market the stuff and make a fortune.

Quaalude grabbed heaping
plates of food and set them on a runner in the middle of the table.
“Breakfast is served,” he announced happily.

She waited impatiently for
the others to seat themselves. Thunder did so at once. But like any
good host, Quaalude hovered over his guests to make certain that
each had what he or she needed. She begged him to join them. He
finally took the hint but not before he handed her a platter piled
high with scrambled eggs and another with eggs over easy, each one
cooked to perfection.
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