The First Secret
of Edwin Hoff
by
A. B. Bourne
The First Secret of Edwin Hoff © 2011 by Annie Bourne. All rights reserved.
Published by Watch Hill Books at Smashwords.
No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever, including Internet usage, without written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.
Printed in the United States of America
ISBN (print):978098398074
ISBN (e-book): 9780983980711
Table of Contents
July 1, 1999
The night was still warm, windless, when the man slipped into the black water east of the Lesser Antilles near Venezuela. Stars slid on the ripples he made. The weights led him straight down. With conscious effort, he stretched his ribcage and forced his lungs to suck deeply as he sank meter after meter through the Caribbean.
A mile off the coast of the island of Bonaire, a black inflatable dinghy shifted against its thin anchor line. A parachute, crisply folded, was stowed beneath the seat.
Twenty meters below the surface, the man blinked his eyes in pitch blackness. Then his forked flippers scraped sand. He reached out his glove until it grazed the jagged wall of coral, exactly where he expected it to be. Then the man known to a select few as “Raptor” swam due east, without a light, for seventy-eight minutes. Each ticked precisely in his mind. The luminescent numbers on his wrist would lead him to the break in the coral wall to Kralendijk Harbor and the target: The Silver, forty-eight feet, white sides, black hull.
“Where bad people are doing bad things,” Raptor thought. “For the moment.” He ran his fingers across the sealed rubber bladder at his belt. The pouch contained an adjustable wrench, two rolls of duct tape and two eight-inch lengths of plastic pipe packed solid with C-4. When triggered, the bars would decompose to nitrogen and carbon oxide gasses expanding at 26,400 feet per second. Enough to demolish a truck or a house. Or a boat. Plenty.
Reflexively Raptor touched his left shoulder, confirming the thick hose still connected his lungs to the square tank on his back. Neoprene wrapped him head to toe, matting down his short black hair. His light green eyes shone through the oval mask. It was the eyes, if they lit upon you, which warned that he was a deceptively agile Humvee who could bull through anything, clamber over anything, endure any struggle longer than anyone else. His eyes scanned minute details but gave up nothing about the conclusions he drew. He had instant, photographic recall.
Sixty-eight hours earlier, Raptor had peeled his orders off the bottom of a condiment shelf at the designated coffee shop. The Dead Letter Drop was a time-worn way to pass secrets. There were newer technologies, but this one worked like a sharp pencil. His orders scrolled in his memory as if playing on a computer monitor:
ASP Operator: Raptor
1. Mission: Destroy Ricin Manufacture and Distribution Hub
2. Date and Time: July 11, 1999, 5:45 a.m.
3. Special Considerations: Khalid al Hamzami (KAH), cell director, swims daily at dawn. Sunrise is 6:14 a.m.
4. Location: Kralendijk Harbor, Bonaire, Lesser Antilles
5. Site: The Silver, 48’ dive boat, white sides, black hull
6. Weapons: Under Water Explosive Device – C-4
A stocky 5’9”, Raptor appeared, at first glance, physically average. This was a covert asset. He was unreasonably strong for his size, and an efficient swimmer. He could cover fields charging low on his muscled thighs, push out of a flying plane through eighty-five mph of slipstream, or beat the water with extended flippers for miles without tiring. Raptor had excelled during his tours in increasingly elite Special Forces not because of his raw strength alone, but that together with his sheer determination and uncanny strategic intelligence. With unshakeable focus on his goal, Raptor always won. After twelve years of escalating elite military training – first the Marines, then the Navy Seals and Delta Force – his current official posting was “Retired.”
Raptor reached the jetty at the outer edge of the harbor in total darkness. He swam along the rocky bottom of Kralendijk Harbor for a quarter of a mile to where the mangroves grew thickly at the edge. The black curve of his head and an inch of his mask breached the surface. Ten feet back in the thicket, he saw the black duffel , his exit plan, still wedged between the branches. Now he could begin.
Raptor’s eyes swept the harbor. When he flicked a lens over his mask, he could see details on each of the seven anchored boats. Lights were off in all but one. Through the powerful night scope he saw a man dangling his feet over its bow, and easily read the nameplate: The Silver. In the wide, flat cockpit, twelve scuba tanks stood yoked by red line against the transom. Another man stood nearby with a lit cigarette.
“Happy to light up next to twelve tanks?” Raptor wondered. “No fear of a gas leak. But something is worth babysitting.” He watched as the cabin door opened. A man lifted another scuba tank and placed it gingerly in the pack.
It was 5:10 a.m. Raptor had thirty-five minutes. He descended, and then flutter kicked past anchor lines that stretched diagonally off the sea floor in the remote, nearly empty harbor. When he reached The Silver, he swam beneath the boat and ran his fingers over the keel. He felt the rows of two-inch-thick bolts securing the heavy steel fin to the hull.
Along the edge of The Silver’s galley porthole, a small round mirror tipped towards the glass. It passed the reflection down to Raptor’s mask through a series of mirrors in the handheld periscope. Balancing on his flipper toes in the rocky sea floor, Raptor saw a man with scraggly grey hair and a full beard lying back on a mattress, an elbow over his eyes. His glasses, thick black frames, hung below the kerosene lamp.
“Hamzami is older.” Raptor thought. “Fifty-three? Fifty-five maybe?” He checked his watch: 5:18. Sunrise was at 6:14, but already the ocean was absorbing the predawn grey.
While their leader slept, three younger men wearing thick green hospital masks gathered around the small galley table. One man scooped a pile of beans from a burlap bag into a large bowl. Black with brown striations, the beans looked like exotic legless beetles. A second man added a squirt from a bottle. He crushed the beans with a mallet, and then mashed them with his fists. Another sifted the pulp, a powdery residue settling on wax paper. Carefully he scraped the powder into a funnel that filled a tube leading to the scuba tank. He did this several more times. Then he lifted the tank and put it in the rack on the back of the deck with others just like it.
“Castor beans,” Raptor thought. “They’re making ricin. The poor man’s poison.”
The Silver looked like an unremarkable dive boat anchored in a harbor known for the sport. But in its galley the crew mashed beans into a biological weapon, and its cockpit now carried fourteen tanks full of uncompressed air and thick layers of weaponized ricin powder.
Raptor recalled his biological warfare training on poisons. He could see the typeset words as clearly as if he held the datasheet in his hands.
RICIN
Substance: Powder synthesized from mashed castor bean.
Toxicity: Lethal if inhaled or injected. Stops human body from making proteins. Organs begin to shut down within 4 hours.
Symptoms: Unceasing diarrhea after 4 hours, death within 24.
Military Application: Assassination by lethal dart, or mass casualties if released in closed air circulation system, i.e. bus, plane, subway, hotel or mall.
Availability: Easy and cheap. Millions of pounds of castor beans are sold legally to make auto lubricants, (i.e. “Castor Oil”). Ricin protein can be extracted from the bean waste cheaply, through widely available chromatography separation methods.
“Fourteen tanks,” Raptor thought, “already separated into portions, sealed for secure delivery. So The Silver is providing means for at least 14 separate attacks. Maybe timed to go off together. Fourteen malls? Fourteen planes? Fourteen buses?”
Raptor felt his adrenalin surge. He had no subpoena. He had no official sanction. But he had a sack of C-4. This threat needed no committee to conclude it was pure evil. This was exactly why, when the ASP made him a proposal, Raptor had eagerly accepted. He was a force to be felt in a larger battle, one unencumbered by politics, process or law. Even if the ASP’s contract imposed upon him duties that grew heavier each day.
The green numbers read 5:35 a.m. He had ten minutes to deploy the explosives and get out of range, back to his duffel bag and exit.
Through the regulator, Raptor’s steady breath washed in and retreated, then rose again. The water made his movements slow and deliberate as he pulled open his bag and withdrew the duct tape, which had a special adhesive on both sides. With a sharp short blade, Raptor sliced a foot long section and wrapped it around the pipes. Then he placed them against the hull of the boat. They held. For good measure, he stretched two more lengths of sticky tape over them. He checked the detonator cap, then the trigger. The blast might wake some groggy sailors sleeping off their pitchers of Dark n’ Stormies. But the island was remote; the harbor nearly empty. One blown-out, rusty dive boat would be soon forgotten by the few there to notice it.
It was 5:38 a.m. when Raptor pressed the detonation timer. The sea was light grey. He had five minutes before the bomb would destroy The Silver and its dirty lab. He kicked hard, his long split flippers propelling him like dolphin tails out of the kill zone.
But two minutes later, just as Raptor glimpsed the stone jetty, he heard an immense roar bellow through the water. A tidal surge caught him, spun up sand and pushed him head over heels. The roar continued; it was not an explosion. Raptor surfaced. In the dim light of dawn, what he saw changed everything.
While Raptor had crawled the ocean floor to enter the bay from the east, a city had steamed in from the south. The boat – with its eight stories of cabins, six pools, on-board surf pool and 3200 passengers from all over the world – had entered Kralendijk Harbor just as Raptor deployed the bomb.
“This is a non-trivial problem,” Raptor said aloud. In three minutes, the explosion would shake the eggs off the early birds’ breakfast spoons and scare the serenity out of the sunrise yoga class on the Lido Deck. They would breathlessly report their close call to their fellow travelers; the captain would call the event in ship to shore, and report to the travel agents and news outlets at all of its departing ports that the crew had kept the boat and passengers entirely safe during a minor explosion in the harbor.
What should have been just an unfortunate accident on a remote island would become, in two minutes, an international incident.
“The ASP won’t go for that,” Raptor said. The ASP did not tolerate exposure. The world did very well by the ASP, as long as no one tread on it.
It was 5:40. The bomb would go at 5:42. Raptor snapped his mask in place, bit the regulator and dove. Because he had come to a full stop, he had no momentum. As time ticked away, he swam hard, straight into the kill zone with each fierce kick, fighting the wake of the cruise ship as it pushed him back toward the shore.
• • •
Inside the cabin, the man on the bunk shifted. KAH swung his feet off the edge and yawned.
• • •
At 5:41:45 Raptor reached The Silver’s hull. He felt for the place where he had secured the tubes of C-4. But they were not there. He scanned the underwater horizon, bellies of boats dangling their fins. They looked so similar. Had he gone off course? Was this the wrong boat? Eight seconds. Seven…six….
Then he looked down. Two tubes lay in the sand, a wire emerging from them. When the surge came through, the tape must have failed. Five…four…three…. Raptor pulled cupfuls of water and beat his flippers toward the sea floor. Two…one….
His thick fingers curled around the wire and ripped them off the tubes.
“Change of plan,” Raptor thought. “Now destroy The Silver and its fourteen missiles without an explosion, within the next twenty minutes, with whatever I can reach.”
Fortunately, his next weapon of destruction was at hand in abundance.
• • •
“How many?” KAH asked, pushing between the men to inspect the table. It was his plan. His boat. His day. The man whose hands were coated with mashed beans kept kneading the batch.
“Fourteen, so far.”
“Good. The distributor will be here at eight,” said KAH. He dropped his underwear and pulled a dingy towel off a hook. Naked, he trudged up to the cockpit.
• • •
Raptor counted the pauses between his heartbeats. Years of training told his muscles to pull the trigger offbeat because even a light pulse would jar the sight. This was habit. Now he had no gun. But the practice lowered his blood pressure and focused his mind as he sat on the bottom of the ocean floor directly beneath The Silver’s swimming deck. His recirculating underwater breathing apparatus was designed to retain and reformulate gasses so it did not release any bubbles. The surface showed no evidence that one of the best trained fighters in the world was kneeling on the rocks below in fifteen feet of water, twisting lengths of dental floss and wrapping the ends of the braid several times around each hand.
Raptor watched for the small red glow of the cigarette as he rose. When the tank guard shook his ash over the water, Raptor snatched his wrist and pulled him onto the swimming platform. The thick braid cut into his windpipe while Raptor snapped his neck. Then he rolled the body onto his shoulders and sank silently with the load.
Moments later, Raptor was back, peering over the rail into the cockpit. It was empty. The cabin door was still closed. Raptor looked at his watch. 6:10 a.m. He could hear muffled conversation. He had five minutes at best before KAH appeared for his morning constitutional. The priorities were clear.
“First, neutralize the acute threat: the prepared weapons. Then destroy the boat. Ricin is deadly to breathe,” Raptor recalled. “But just disgusting to digest.”
He saw a bailing bucket rolling on the dock. He scooped it full of seawater and crouched by the rows of tanks. He unscrewed the first one, poured in the water, shook it, then put it back in the rack with its cap ajar. Then the second. And the third. Seawater would dilute the ricin powder and neutralize each tank of poison. Eleven to go.
At 6:13 a.m., KAH pushed open the cabin door. He scratched his hairy belly as he walked slowly across the slippery cockpit. He studied his array of tanks and smiled. He stepped blearily to the rail and swung a leg over it to the swimming platform. His foot landed an inch from the gloved finger that hooked through the platform.
Raptor clung to the underside of the swimming deck as the cell director dove in. If KAH opened his eyes beneath the water, he would see the dead body rolled in duct tape and strapped to the black hull like spider prey. Raptor pulled out the wrench.
Instead KAH kept his eyes closed until he surfaced, rolling on his back. The sea was brisk against his bare skin. As he raised each arm past his ears, KAH chuckled.
“Simple, cheap, brilliant! Who will question the contents of a couple of spent scuba tanks?” Then he lurched up. He had seen the fourteen tanks. But no guard. Treading water, he squinted at his boat. Then he rolled onto his belly and slapped the water with one arm, then the other, as he swam several laps around the craft.
The Silver’s hull was built from a single cast of fiberglass designed to seal out the sea. Then the manufacturer filled it full of holes, bolting on navigation equipment and other gear that sealed them tight. When Raptor sat on the ocean floor, he counted each plug. Eight bolts held the swimming platform to the transom. The speedometer was a little fan at the bottom of the hull, mounted on a rubber O-ring. The propeller entered the boat through a large hole, sealed with rope made of greased flax. Ten more bolts. And in the transom itself, there was a plug with a simple spring clamp, to drain the water when the boat was pulled from the sea. The ocean quickly finds unplugged holes.
After thirty minutes, KAH reached for the swimming ladder. But when he put his weight against the platform, the steel shrieked and gave way. Then it sank.
“Piece of crap!” KAH sputtered, shaking water from his face. He tried to reach up to the transom railing. It looked strange without the swimming deck, lower than he remembered, but he still could not reach the railing. He called out. Then he noticed something else odd. The name plate on the transom was tilted so the “r” touched water.
“Strange. There’s no wind. No tide pulling it,” KAH said. Then he heard the sound of water rushing. Continuously. It happened too quickly to stop. He watched in horror as The Silver listed to one side, filled with seawater, and sank.
The ricin manufacturing director twisted in the water, scanning the surface for fourteen bobbing canisters. But all that floated were plastic bowls and paper, cushions, and other meaningless refuse. He plunged his face underwater. The salt stung his open eyes. Then he saw the gray tubes lying askew on the ocean floor, mouths open, and bellies full.
At the edge of Kralendijk Harbor, beyond the stone jetty, mangrove branches scraped Raptor’s shoulders when he reached for the duffel bag. He dressed quickly in a pair of faded blue jeans, the right back pocket frayed where two pens clipped the denim. He pulled on a white t-shirt with the logo “D6” in small blue script. Then Raptor grabbed the duffel bag and walked up the beach, a tourist returning wistfully to the real world.
An hour later, Raptor boarded his flight and sat down in business class. It was a Boeing 767-200. He saw its layout and dimensions as if he had clicked on a PDF. The aisle was twenty-eight inches wide. Three feet separated the seat backs in business class, four in first class. There were two rows of business class seats, two rows of first class, the closet, the galley. Twenty-one feet between him and the exit. The lever would release if pulled in and to the right.
Raptor looked in the seat pocket. Someone had left a copy of FastWire, the magazine published twice a month to report on the buzzing technology industry that was producing IPO’s and making millionaires of secretaries each week. Raptor could just see the top of the cover photo, and recognized immediately the thick shock of black hair and his own bright green eyes enjoying a joke.
“Meet Edwin Hoff,” read the cover. “MIT’s Next Billionaire.”
Summer of 1999
CHAPTER 1: HUDSON
July 11 – 10:00 p.m. – Cambridge, MA
The sidewalks were mostly deserted between the Massachusetts Institute of Technology campus and the office buildings where start-up companies were commercializing classroom inventions. Between a darkened coffee shop and a book store, where red and white t-shirts hung like flags in the window, Hudson Davenport leaned his six foot frame over an ATM machine embedded in the brick wall. He squared his broad shoulders and glanced down the street, but he saw no one. The machine hummed, clicked, and spat out the card.
“Insufficient funds,” shone across the screen.
“Not you too,” Hudson said, raking his fingers through his chestnut hair. He wore it longer than most sales guys, so the waves began to curl and women could not resist putting their fingers in it. “Not after all we’ve been through together? St. John…New Orleans…Tahoe….”
Hudson opened his wallet, counting the two bills. “Six dollars. Ouch.” He thumbed the row of neatly filed credit cards, extracting the one at the bottom. “How about eighty dollars then? Come on, lucky number seven.” He stuck the card in, keyed his password and pressed the amount.
Beep. Whirr. Pause. “Insufficient funds.”
Hudson jammed the card back in the machine. Tapped “$20.00.” The ATM spun, paused, and then chucked as the rollers pushed out a single crisp twenty dollar bill. He stuffed the bill into his wallet and checked his watch. The plastic band was cracked, but the cheap digital watch told him that his friends from Harvard Business School would be rocking the roof deck in the Back Bay by now.
Most of Hudson’s business school friends came from finance jobs and planned to return to them after Harvard. Not Hudson. After graduating from Williams College, he had taught basic reading skills to fifth graders in South Central Los Angeles. But by October, when gunfire outside the playground made them take cover under their desks for the fourth time, Hudson had applied to business school.
The problem was this: his classmates lived like the captains of industry the school promised they would all become. Some came in with assets; others banked on the seven figure bonuses Wall Street would pay soon enough. Networking was part of the education, they said. The school said it too. So, thanks to the upper limits of freely offered credit cards, Hudson took his education seriously and joined in for the weekends in Vegas and New York. And for heli-skiing in Utah and sailing in the British Virgin Islands.
The numbers started to add up. Hudson had no interest in a finance job. Instead he was taken in by the frenzy he read about in entrepreneurial magazines. Every week some new student invented a new way to plant a flag on the Internet’s new frontier, raised millions in venture capital, hired hundreds of employees month after month and went public before figuring out how to earn a dime. If Hudson chose the right start-up, the money would take care of itself. And meanwhile, he would have fun.
But the mounting debt still made his gut clench. As he stood by the ATM, Hudson muttered, “A hundred grand in tuition. Six, okay, seven credit cards maxxed out. Sixty thousand and commissions just don’t cut it with my crowd. They’re earning and I’m burning. I need a raise.”
“No you don’t,” said a gruff voice from behind him. “You’ll be rich tomorrow. And you get to change the world.” Hudson turned abruptly to face the intense green eyes of a thickly muscled man. He was about Hudson’s age, with a shock of short, dense black hair.
“Edwin!” Hudson said, his smile flashing too quickly. Edwin Hoff was the 28-year-old CTO and founder of D6, the company Hudson worked for. “I didn’t…you’re like a cat.”
“To an antelope maybe,” Edwin said. “Don’t worry about money. It’ll take care of itself tomorrow afternoon when we go public.”
“You think the stock will really fly?” Hudson said, a grin sliding up the side of his face.
“I know it. Davenport, what we are building is going to change the entire world.” Edwin’s eyes locked on Hudson’s. “Just think what will be possible when our software is out there, everywhere, built into every electronic device that plugs into a wall, transforming it into something that can send and receive data. People will buy, shop, meet, date, sell, stop global warming and robotize appliances over D6 technology. It is the sixth dimension. This is Edison stuff, and you’re earning stock in the first light bulb. And – you’re helping make it happen.”
“Wow,” Hudson said. He felt giddy. “When you put it that way….”
“Let me ask you,” Edwin said. “Do you believe an idea could ever come out of someone’s brain and change the world?”
“Yes, sure, absolutely,” Hudson said.
“Do you believe there could ever be a company that created absolutely profound value?”
“Yes of course. Microsoft, IBM, and yeah, like General Electric,” Hudson’s enthusiasm rose to meet Edwin’s.
“Well, that is exactly what is happening here. Now. With our company, D6,” Edwin said. “It’s the chocolate factory, and you have one of the golden tickets.”
Hudson drank the Kool-Aid. “Well, come on then!” he said, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “Let’s pop the cork on this thing. There’s a party in the Back Bay. It’s going to be epic. My friends from business school introduced me to the investment banker on our deal – JD Sullivan. He’s sparing no expense. Raw bar. Pretty ladies. Fireworks over the Charles. I heard he even hired a…a…little person.”
Edwin frowned. “J.D. Sullivan is obstreperous. And…. I can’t. I have to work. That sounds like your habitat. But thanks.”
“Work? Come on, Edwin! Have some fun! You’re going to be a freaking billionaire tomorrow. You cannot work tonight. I will personally assure you are entertained. It would be my sincere pleasure, sire,” Hudson bowed magnanimously. He had cultivated the skill of inviting people to play. He spread it like sugar, glazing over cracks, making everyone feel sweet.
Edwin grinned, and then shook his head. “No. I, uh…I wouldn’t know anyone else.” He peered through the dimly lit window of the Cambridge Coffee Shop. “I was just going to get a cup of coffee but it looks like…no one’s there.”
Hudson slung his arm around Edwin’s stocky shoulders. “You – of all people – do not need to know anyone. You realize you are a rock star, right? You have done what makes them all sit back and wonder. You built the rocket ship. And we blast off tomorrow! Come on, Neil Armstrong. Don’t worry. I’ll introduce you to everyone.”
Edwin shook off Hudson’s arm. “Nah,” he said, blushing.
Five minutes later, when Hudson walked through the open doors onto the Red Line train, Edwin stepped over the gap behind him. To other riders, the two young men holding on to ceiling straps looked like peers. But while Edwin bore the weight of the world, Hudson always found a way to dance on it.
As the train rumbled over the bridge, Hudson thought, “Tomorrow the chocolate river starts flowing. As long as I don’t stick my head in it, what I have is a temporary cash flow problem.” The wash of debt now looked like a rounding error that the D6 IPO would soon wipe out.
• • •
J.D. Sullivan was the star investment banker at the firm Dashiel M. Samuels who technology CEO’s courted to take their companies public. With each Initial Public Offering, J.D. made for his firm 5% of the total deal – each of which averaged $100 million. Over the past several years, he had had a very, very good run. He lived alone in a Back Bay brownstone, steps from Boston Public Garden, with an unobstructed view of the Esplanade, the Charles River, and just across the river shining back at him, MIT’s glistening gold dome.
The private elevator doors opened on to the roof deck. Hudson and Edwin saw white lights stringing the potted trees, bouncing off white tablecloths and glistening on the moist glass bottles and crystal goblets at the bars. The night was humid. About fifty people milled about on the rooftop, some tipping up their chins, mouths forming oooh’s, as fireworks lit up the sky over the river. Many of the female guests wore backless tank dresses and spiky heels. Men wore tailored dress shirts with buttonless collars, cufflinks poking beneath blue blazers. A few others wore polo shirts, their bright collars folded over seersucker blazers. “What’ll you have?” Hudson said, moving to the bar. When Edwin did not respond, Hudson looked back. He saw Edwin still standing near the elevator, in his faded blue jeans, white, collarless t-shirt and Nikes, glaring around the deck. Hudson grinned, imagining the buzz that would build when J.D.’s guests realized one of the true geniuses of the tech boom was there. It was exciting to see Edwin on the cusp of his new fame, about to get all kinds of new attention.
“Move over Bill Gates,” Hudson said. “Two gin and tonics and a Sam Light, please.” He clutched the two glasses between the fingers of one hand, the beer bottle in the other, and walked back to Edwin. “Here you go.”
But Edwin backed up. “I gotta go.” He turned abruptly and disappeared down the internal staircase next to the elevator.
“But–” Hudson called after him. “Okay…see you…later…then. That was…unexpected.” He leaned back against the railing, sipping alternately from each glass. His dark brown eyes traveled from one smooth back to another.
“About time you got here, Davenport,” said J.D, extending his hand. The host wore a crisp blue and white striped shirt under a navy blazer. “Well, I hope you enjoy what we have on offer tonight.”
“Who could ever choose?” Hudson said.
J.D. gestured toward the fire exit. “Was that–?”
“Edwin? Yes,” Hudson said. “Briefly.”
“Where’d he go? Not his scene?” J.D. grinned. “The geeks shall inherit the earth, right?”
A word flashed into Hudson’s mind: “Obstreperous.” But he smiled gently and said, “You should spend more time with Edwin. Nah, something important came up. Who’s that girl? She’s delicious.” His eyes were on a blonde woman who had just turned her head. She was strikingly thin. The silky top tied around her neck and waist left her back bare. His palm tingled. She turned and smiled back at him. Caught, Hudson grinned, lazily chewing the inside of his cheek like it was gum.
“Off Davenport,” J.D. said. “She belongs to a friend of mine over there. But he might make a trade. You ready to be rich tomorrow?”
Hudson had met J.D. in Nantucket over the Fourth of July, where an invitation to this roof deck party was the elusive ticket. Hudson looked at J.D.’s “friends” in the corner, and thought they must be boiling. The two burly men wore black leather jackets, belted at the waist.
“I sure hope so,” said Hudson. “What do you see happening?”
“Come with me,” J.D. said, guiding Hudson by the elbow. “I have a gift for you. Two actually.” J.D. pulled a grey rectangle, smaller than a deck of cards, from his pocket. “A calculator. So you can watch your wealth go up with the stock price. See – 20,000 shares times $26. Or, 20,000 shares times $260. It will happen in a day. It will happen tomorrow.”
Hudson laughed. “Thanks, J.D. That’s cool.”
“This deal is so in the bag,” J.D. whispered, liquid splashing from his glass. “This is going to be the hottest IPO ever. Your twenty thousand options, my friend, are going to be worth about five million bucks tomorrow. And then a lot more.”
Now he had Hudson’s full attention. “Wow! You think so?”
“Totally. You are golden,” J.D. paused. “No reason not to live like it now.”
“But I can’t sell any of my stock options,” Hudson said. “Not until they vest next year.”
“So? All that has to happen is the stock stays up, which it will on the D6 rocket ship. And you just keep your job for at least a year,” J.D. said. “You think they’ll can you when your Dad is on the board?”
“You don’t know my Dad,” Hudson said. The conversation forced Hudson to remember that his job at D6 had not come through his father, Sterling, but in spite of him. Sterling, the initial investor in this little idea that had come out of a lab in MIT and was about to blow the doors off the red hot technology sector of the NASDAQ stock market, had staunchly opposed Hudson joining the firm.
“I don’t believe in nepotism,” Sterling had told his son. “You have to earn your way up. Every step.” But the CEO, Jameson Callaghan, had liked what he had seen in Hudson, out of all of the Harvard Business School interns, and had made it clear the job was his . Jameson persuaded Hudson to join D6 for the chance to change the world and make a fortune doing it.
J.D. bent over a table and scribbled something. Hudson found the blonde through the sparkling party. He winked. She tossed her straight bleached hair and then looked up at him through lowered eyes. He laughed. Hudson loved to play.
“Here,” J.D. said, twisting the cap on his gold Cross pen. “Now you can buy something you like the look of. Pay me back when you vest, with a little something extra, if it makes you feel better.” Hudson looked in his hand. It held a check.
Hudson gasped. “A hundred and fifty thousand dollars?”
“A dribble.” J.D. said. “You’ll make that in a day the way this stock will fly.”
“I can’t,” Hudson said. “What if…you know…the company tanks or I screw up or something? I could never get that much extra cash together.”
“Your dad has more money than God,” J.D. said. “I know he’s good for it if something happens. But you know what? This is your money. This is you making it on your own. And I’m banking on you. And D6. You’re on the rocket, man, take a ride!”
“It is pretty crazy,” Hudson agreed. He felt the check. He had never seen one that had his name on it with all those figures.
“Hey,” J.D. put his hands up. “I thought I was doing you a favor. But if you don’t think you have the stick to drive in the fast lane, by all means, wait for the bus.”
Hudson folded the check and slipped it in his back pocket. J.D. was right. Edwin was right. “This is the 6th dimension. If it ever can happen, it is happening now.” This was the rocket ship of a lifetime. It was time to buckle up. With the delirium of pushing an edge that gave a little more each time, Hudson doubled down.
He swallowed the rest of his drink and sauntered over to meet the pretty blonde. From the corner, J.D.’s friends watched him closely.
CHAPTER 2: EDWIN
July 12 – 9:30 a.m. – Cambridge, MA
Edwin Hoff pushed open the glass door and took a deep breath. The smell of roasted coffee beans thickened the air. Across the glass pastry cabinet, Edwin watched her. She wore her straight brown hair pulled back from her face with a tortoise shell clip. She smiled freely as she pulled the espresso levers. Her eyes were brown and lively.
“Like coffee,” he said. Genius that he was with math, his poetic range was limited.
“And for you?” she finally asked.
“Oh, no thanks,” Edwin said, startled.
“Seriously?”
“I mean, yes, of course. Sorry. I was…thinking about something else.”
She smiled and called loudly, “Venti! Black! Right? And my name is Lula.”
Edwin’s sharp eyes blinked rapidly. He put four dollars on the counter and turned abruptly to the area where the coffee would emerge. He leaned against a corner cabinet with his elbow high, a blush on his round cheeks, his mouth a small, open smile.
A moment later, Lula held out a hot paper cup. Edwin took it but Lula did not let go.
“How many more cups before you ask me out?” she whispered. Edwin’s face flushed, but he said nothing. After a few moments, she said, “Well, here you go.”
Still grinning, Edwin found the topping table and ripped the heads off four sugars.
“Four!” called Lula. “See, I knew you were a sweetie!”
Edwin made a small clipped sound, like the firing of a tiny spastic automatic. He managed a small wave and a Cheshire cat grin in her direction as he left the coffee shop.
“That was not a giggle,” he scolded under his breath. “Sort of cool? Maybe?”
It was like pressing his nose to the treat cabinet. But Edwin had to stay focused, because today the future would change for every person at his young company. They had hatched the idea off a whiteboard stained with green, red and blue, in a paint-peeling office in MIT’s mathematics department. The idea had grown over folding tables above a coffee shop ….
Today Edwin’s little idea was a company that would go public – offering shares on the NASDAQ for the first time under the eponymous stock ticker “D6”. The company name stood for the “6th Dimension.” Edwin’s brainchild was software that would run on the Internet, and in every electronic appliance, to make all of these objects capable of accepting and transmitting Internet data. It was a platform for a whole new dimension of commerce, communication, energy management and community. D6.
D6’s CEO, Jameson Callaghan, had spent the previous two weeks on the road show, introducing the investment opportunity to the largest funds in Europe and the U.S. The funds had liked what they had seen on PowerPoint and in the scant financial spreadsheet. With only two million dollars in sales, enough investors were interested that the book of D6 shares available for purchase was thirty times oversubscribed. Which valued D6 at $1.2 billion.
It was July 1999 and anything was possible. The hot stock market turned ideas on napkins into real money. Initial Public Offerings happened on a dream; sustaining them would require something quite else. There was serious money at stake. But to Edwin it was all just a playground. With piles of money. Which was why he took Lula’s cup to MIT’s courtyard and let it warm his hands as he looked over the lawn to the river.
Two men in dark charcoal suits appeared through the hedges. They hustled up the sidewalk, their briefcases banging against their legs. As if he had already run out of time, the older lawyer’s eyes swept the stairs until they landed on Edwin.
“Congratulations,” said the young associate. “I saw the Globe. After your IPO today your net worth will be like two billion dollars. From zero to two billion bucks overnight.”
“Yeah,” Edwin said. He looked down at his faded jeans, worn in places to thin white strings. “Might buy some new jeans.”
“Or twenty million of them.” The lawyer’s smile hung on his teeth. His compensation would build by twenty thousand dollars each year until he made partner.
The partner set several stacks of paper on the steps. “So, Edwin, it’s pretty simple. As you asked, everything you own will be left for the benefit of Oliver Kestrel, with an address of P.O. Box 1109, Cambridge, Massachusetts.”
“Just a P.O box?” asked the associate. “Who is he? What if we have to find him?”
The older man frowned. “That’s not our business.”
“He travels a lot,” Edwin said. “Always on one flight or another.”
“Lucky guy,” said the associate. “He gets it all.”
“Only if I’m toast,” Edwin said.
“Which is highly unlikely,” said the partner, with a stern glance to his associate. “But you are wise to put everything in order first. However you wish.”
“Thanks,” said Edwin. “Where do I sign?” After a shuffling of papers and scraping of pens against paper pressed on the concrete steps, the entire estate of Edwin Hoff was bequeathed to a reclusive man named Oliver Kestrel, his only known landing spot a post office box in Cambridge, MA.
CHAPTER 3:
JAMESON CALLAGHAN
July 12 – 1:00 p.m. – Cambridge, MA
When Jameson Callaghan opened the door to the conference room, he saw what the creation of billions of dollars of value looked like just before its birth.
Over 200 people stood shoulder to shoulder. The excited chatter spun up the air. A folding table – a desk borrowed from the two people who shared it – was covered with plates of crackers, cheese and fruit. People crowded up to the large monitor stacked on a television cart. The green screen was blank, but in a few minutes, it would flicker and numbers would appear, showing the first public stock trades of D6 shares, which could be bought for $22 each. Then the bids would hopefully outnumber the asks, and the prices of a share would rise. Since employees had been granted options as part of their compensation at much lower prices – pennies or a dollar or two a share – it meant that after today they could sell them for many times more. Some of them were still in college. Their first wheels were rollerblades; their second would be BMWs.
“In a few moments, everyone in this room will be rich,” Jameson thought. He recognized only about half of the faces. While Jameson had been on the roadshow pitching large investors the D6 story, the company had recruited aggressively. They needed quality employees, lots of them, fast. Tomorrow the employee pool would split sharply into the haves and have nots. Those who joined pre-IPO would earn a fortune; those who came a day later, a salary.
D6 hired engineers from top computer science programs. You could hear the brain drain sucking the best talent out of India, Pakistan, China, and Israel, where countries had invested heavily in technical education and were sprouting the best technical minds in the world. Ahmed Farzi, at 49, began the second great adventure of his career by leaving his first. He had come to America from Pakistan in 1975 to study at MIT, earning degrees in mechanical and electrical engineering. Twenty years later, as a full professor, he first encountered the genius in Edwin Hoff. He was hooked. So when Edwin left MIT, teacher followed student to build D6 together.
To sell it, sales managers dialed up old, successful teams. The first investor, venture capitalist Sterling Davenport, convinced Walker Green, a bright young guy from his charity for Battered Women, to apply his good nature to Account Management. He asked Jameson to take on Maggie Rice as an administrative assistant to pay back an old debt to a friend.
These employees would have to keep their jobs and do them well to bank their potential fortunes. Options were designed as incentives: employees got nothing if they left before a year. Then, a quarter of their options would “vest”, and they could sell them. After that, a little more would vest each quarter. The idea was to keep employees working hard for the next bit of worm that would appear on the hook.
The long hand of Jameson’s Patek Philippe told him blast off was in twelve minutes.
“So you ready to stick it in their faces at SAC?” said Sterling Davenport, coming to stand next to Jameson. When he stopped he lifted his momentum on his toes, then rocked back on his heels, and up again. A self-conscious gesture to stand shoulder to shoulder with Jameson, although he was eight inches shorter.
“Or somewhere else,” said Jameson. “Poor old economy company, tied to old stubborn metrics like profits. Good thing you got me here.” After rising for twenty-five years like his suit was filled with helium, Jameson’s last day as the Chief Operating Officer of the Standard Appliance Company came on a Monday, shortly after learning about the new CEO’s dinner to unify his new leadership team. It had been held the previous Saturday night.
Jameson looked down at his old college roommate. Sterling even bobbed then, standing around kegs in Yale’s residential college entryways, trying to best Jameson for Grace Savenor’s attentions. Back then, Jameson believed one day they would be in business together. A few years later, when they were both at Harvard Business School, he was pretty sure they would not. Perhaps they had grown distant because by then Jameson was single and Sterling was married. Or because Grace Savenor was now Grace Davenport. But life had more bends in store, and around this one, Jameson and Sterling stood together to watch their net worth top hundreds of millions.
Sterling had spotted the genius in Edwin Hoff when he was a grad student, D6 was a thesis, and the investor was trawling MIT for potential new business ideas. Six months later, he asked Jameson to meet him at Rialto in the Charles Hotel, and pitched the deal over plates of Dover sole meunière and two bottles of Columbia River Valley Pinot Gris.
“I’ve been waiting a lifetime for this one, Jameson. It’s a killer idea with a firebrand behind it. You have to meet this Edwin Hoff. He can shake it up like no one I’ve ever seen.” Sterling leaned in. “This thing is going to go public within a year. They need a grownup to keep the wheels on the bus. You would make the difference between a burst bubble and an historic company. You’re wasted on the golf course, Jameson.”
Jameson had smiled thinly. He was off his pins, and did not like people seeing it. So he had signed on. Now here he stood, next to a folding table topped with cheese cubes, about to earn hundreds of millions of dollars in a single moment. SAC could…well. No need to go there.
Sterling grinned his lazy grin, and bobbed. “To think, I had to twist Edwin’s arm to take this out of the lab. Now he’ll have a billion reasons to thank me. Two, actually.”
“These are the halcyon days,” Jameson sighed.
“If the IPO goes right, we’ll have hundreds of millions in the bank,” said Sterling.
“Starting tomorrow, every candy bar in that free vending machine has a price and we have to tell the public what it is. It won’t always be boom times,” Jameson said.
“Which is why you’re here,” Sterling said.
“And then there’s Edwin,” Jameson said. Sterling nodded, chuckling. That was when the blow hit. Arms like thick belts wrapped around Jameson’s belly and lifted him.
“Hey! Put me down!” Jameson bellowed. But Edwin hoisted him over his shoulder and charged through the crowd. D6 lit up. When Jameson’s feet finally touched the ground beside the podium by the microphone, he was laughing hard too.
“Welcome back, Jameson!” Edwin grinned, and grabbed the microphone. “You are all about to become rich! You will make more money than you possibly dreamed of from this tech bubble. It will go on forever.”
“Yeah!” D6 employees cheered and hooted.
“Now let me tell you why all that was bullshit,” Edwin said, in his habitat. The room went silent. “There will be a spectacular crash. All of our customers – these dot-com paper napkin companies without revenue – will go bankrupt. Our job is to take their last dollars while we adapt. But we will keep our focus. This company will not just survive. You will not just become very, very rich - you will change the world. D6 software will be in the offices, homes and literally the hands of every person seeking digital information, making every electronic device able to accept and transmit data. PCs, TVs and cell phones will begin to do so much more – shopping, banking, downloading movies and music from their phones – and free phone calls anywhere in the world. Remote controls with our software will allow point-and-click shopping from TV ads – think what advertisers will pay for that service. You will make today’s Internet work, and you will create tomorrow’s. You will do this as the economy falls around you. As your customers die. You will do it by executing one task at time. Focus on your goal. Next up, world domination!”
D6 exploded. The guttural howls made even Jameson feel giddy. Edwin looked at his watch. Then he held up two fingers. His smile was gone.
“By 4:00 p.m., my shares in this company will be worth two billion dollars. Minimum. At 4:01, I will be in my office white boarding with Ahmed the next stage of our platform. So, grab a coke, pop a cheese cube, and come join us. Here we go!”
With that, the monitor flickered. Bright green text appeared on the black screen and D6 went public. For its consequences, the display was unremarkable. There were two columns of green numbers: one the price a buyer was willing to pay, and the other the price the seller was willing to accept for a certain number of shares. At precisely 2:00 p.m., the ticker appeared priced at $22 per share. For the next two hours it shot up and up, closing at $222 per share at 4:00 p.m.
As Hudson left the conference room, he pulled J.D. Sullivan’s calculator out of his pocket. “$222 times 20,000 shares. That’s…$4.4 million ?! Whoa.”
Jameson fell into step with him. “It’s all paper, my boy. Don’t spend it until it vests.”
Hudson laughed softly. He thought of his bank account, flush with J.D. Sullivan’s one hundred and fifty thousand dollar loan. J.D.’s cash almost covered Hudson’s school debt and his credit cards. But all Hudson had to do was keep his job. And, as long as D6 stayed in business, hit its quarterly revenue numbers, and the stock did not crash, repaying that $150,000, and the $170,000 he already owed, was still just a drop in the bucket.
“I think I need a better watch,” Hudson decided.
At 4:30 p.m., Jameson walked the halls – using his favored “sneakernet” mode of communicating with his employees. It was amazing what one could learn about one’s company by leaving the executive floor. But he saw no one.
“Kids getting rich on paper – they probably took the rest of the day off to go test-drive Beemers,” he said. But at the same time, his heart fell. This was just the beginning. They had the entire business to build, and now, expectations of a public market. They would have to do better. He would have to do better. He shook his head.
Jameson took the elevator to the top floor. The grey cubicles were empty. Star Wars action figures posed on book shelves for no one. Jameson walked toward Edwin’s office and its adjacent conference room.
Then he saw them. All of them. They craned their necks in the doorway, clutching notebooks. The only open carpet was the strip in front of the whiteboard where Edwin charged like a favorite professor, spun up on fresh genius.
“We build it, sell it, integrate it. Once we’re out there – out there everywhere – we can build more. We will know everything people want to see and do with digital data. We will make it seamless, secure and possible. Be clear,” Edwin caught the eyes of one person, then the next. “This is a non-trivial goal. You are building the sixth dimension.”
Only one man leaned back on his hands, braked against the tight weave of the industrial carpet. Ali Hamini had come on board early, with a swarm of others from MIT’s graduate Computer Science Program. His original 10,000 shares had split four times, and had fully vested, for pennies. He was one of the very lucky ones, suddenly worth over nine million dollars, Jameson guessed. Very soon he could sell his shares and pocket the proceeds. But Ali sat back, unmoved, one grain against the alert crowd ….
“And Mac – where’s Big Mac?” Edwin looked for the sales leader, who was absent. “Obstreperous! We must get a deal with XTC or this dies. Who’s the lead?” No one budged. “Who wants the biggest commission this company will ever pay for a single deal? Hudson – you want to get more than twenty bucks out of the ATM next time?”
“Uh…okay,” said Hudson, leaning back into the wall, his cheeks flaming.
“You now own this deal,” Edwin said. “Make it happen. Or you are fired.”
Jameson grinned all the way back to his office. But when he clicked on his email, he saw the one name that could collapse the structure he had stacked up to stand on. Because no matter what others saw, she was the one person who knew there would always be a pit beneath him.
From: Grace Davenport
Re: Shearwater
Jamo, I have something to show you. Please call me.
Grace
CHAPTER 4: HUDSON
August 28 – 2:00 p.m. – Cambridge, MA
Hudson curled around his telephone receiver. “Okay, so then, you think you know someone in headquarters who would be good for us to talk to? All right, well, think about it, and I – I’ll give you a call next week.” He put down the phone and let out a long breath. He twirled around in his chair. Which was when he saw Edwin hanging both elbows over the edge of his cube.
“Good lord,” Hudson said.
“What was that call?” Edwin said.
Hudson cleared his throat. “It was uh, my guy, at XTC.”
Edwin said, “This deal is not done. This deal is not started.”
“Well, it’s…I’ve been trying,” protested Hudson feebly.
Edwin held up a hand. “Stop. Come with me.”
Hudson had to hustle to catch up to the intense muscled frame in white t-shirt, blue jeans and white Nikes tromping down the hall to the stairs. Edwin took them two at a time, up three flights, to the engineering floor.
“Sit,” he said, closing his office door. “Get a pen and a note book from my desk. I am going to tell you how to get XTC to move. First, know this. You will save this company. XTC is the key. Whatever you need from me, you have. Nancy!” A young woman popped her head into Edwin’s office. “If Hudson ever needs me – find me. He’s the priority, okay? You want me on a plane, I’ll get on it. If you want me on a phone call, I’ll be on it. And I want to talk to you every day about where we are and what you need from me to make this happen. You will make it happen.”
Hudson watched with amazement. He felt suddenly important; he believed everything Edwin said. There was simply no alternative. Even if in that split second delay before Nancy nodded slowly, Hudson got the notion that Edwin managed to make a lot of people’s initiatives his absolute top priorities.
“Now, listen. And write.” Edwin jumped up to the whiteboard in his office, flipped it around to the other side. Both were covered with symbols from a coding session with the engineers. Edwin found an eraser and cleared blank arcs on the board. “Who does XTC fear?”
“Us?” Hudson ventured.
“No,” Edwin said. “Not at all. They could care less about us, and if we do our job right, they won’t even be thinking about us as we do the deal that will let us take over the world. They fear their competition, not a little upstart with its ears wet from an IPO. So you go for both of them, at the same time. Then offer XTC the opportunity to do it first. A leg up on their competition is the enticement. The other is this – win over the engineers, and the suits will follow. If you show engineers a really cool challenge, let them build new, cool technologies, you own them. That’s what we can do for XTC. With us, their remote controls will become point and click credit cards. Their TVs will become advertising exchanges. That’s where we start. Screw whatever dumb marketing guy you were talking to on the phone. Get me a meeting with Ralph Major.”
“Ralph Major? The CTO?” said Hudson. Chief Technology Officers were the rockstars, the standard bearer of a company’s technical chops. Ralph Major topped the list of Top 10 Minds in Technology according to a certain technology magazine.
“Yes. He is a titan. I must meet with him. Go through Big Mac. He was a bigwig there, must know the CEO. Get a meeting. Ahmed and I will do the rest.”
Edwin’s face broke into a wide grin and he cackled. He hopped over his desk to his computer and opened his email. “Ha!” he burst with disgust. “Figby. Is he jealous or what? Listen to this email: ‘Edwin, congratulations on the IPO. It seems it’s always the rather mundane ideas that are the commercial successes.’”
“Who’s Figby?” Hudson asked.
“Old classmate from MIT,” Edwin said. “Wanted me to join his company instead of starting D6. No way. He has no idea how to lead. His team isn’t inspired. ‘It’s always the mundane ideas’ – what bigger insult can an academic give! Obstreperous!” Edwin typed. “Thanks I’m sure you will be – what’s a word for ‘very very’?”
“Wildly?” Hudson ventured.
“I’m sure you will be…wildly…successful,” Edwin said each word aloud as he typed. He spun his chair around. “He’s toast.”
Hudson laughed. Edwin did not look up.
“Go make XTC happen,” he said. “You’re behind.”
March 12, 2000
CHAPTER 1: KAH
2:00 p.m. – Kandahar, Afghanistan
Khalid al Hamzani stood outside the chicken barn, holding a box. The cackling was maddening; the stench unbearable. He set the box on the dry gravel. The cardboard had puckered from heat; its flaps scraped his arms.
First he brought out the sandwich bag and the canteen. He pinched the two white tablets that had settled in a corner of the bag, then pressed the pills through his lips. He spun the cap on the jug. Took two long swallows.
Next, he extracted the large clear thin plastic bag and a thick elastic band, the width of his thumb. Unstretched, it slipped easily around his wrist. He put a rock across the bag so it would not blow away in the stiff gusts that were scattering sand. He peered into the box. What would come next would have to happen quickly.
KAH took three deep breaths, stretching his lungs until they were full. Then he pulled the plastic bag over his head and with both hands stretched the elastic wide around his head. It made a tight seal around his neck. He coughed. The bag puffed, and then sucked back on his face.
Moving swiftly, the man withdrew a purple plastic gun. In the other hand he held a small vial full of blue fluid. He unscrewed the cap, poured two tablespoons into a shallow dish, and then dipped the gun nozzle.
This was a test vial, an advance on product he had purchased. It had been tricky: weaponized pneumonic plague is not sold on the public market, but he had found a way. Before he authorized the thirteen million dollar payment and triggered the delivery plan, he had to know it would work. This one had to work.
He had chosen pneumonic plague because it was highly contagious with a near 100% mortality rate if untreated. In its weaponized form, microscopic droplets would survive extreme conditions: heat, pressure, altitude. All a person had to do was look to the sky and breathe. Then hug someone. Within a day they would both be dead. Their end would come unpleasantly, following a high fever, raking cough and bleeding from every hole.
Sealed behind the bag, KAH’s lungs were getting tight, already demanding he exhale. But he had to make it through the long barn. KAH opened the door to the coop and began his experiment. He pointed the gun at first row of chickens, and pressed the trigger. Clear blue bubbles formed from the fluid, drifting through patches of light where dust hung in the air, until they popped.
Spots flickered in his eyesight. He shook his head to clear them. Soon the vacuum in his lungs would make his chest heave, forcing him to suck air though there was nothing to inhale. His step staggered. As he pushed on through the barn, pressing the trigger and blowing blue bubbles, his sight was darkening.
The gun clattered on the cement floor. KAH fell against the door and tumbled down the steps, now clutching at the band on his neck. But he could not make his fingers follow simple commands. He scratched and clawed at the bag, losing his balance. When his face hit the ground, it felt like his cheek was on fire. All went black.
KAH had landed on a pile of debris by the back door of the chicken barn. A water pail, its seam broken and rusted to a jagged point, cut his cheek.
The thin plastic bag clung to his face like a glossy mask. But then a filament fluttered near his nose: the sharp pail had broken the seal. A breeze found it, and the plastic relaxed. After a time, KAH opened his eyes. He sat up. He peeled off the bag, and each piece of his clothes. Naked, he stumbled to the cardboard box. He brought back the can of lighter fluid, squirted it on the pile of clothes. Tossed a lit match and watched the flame grow.
Twenty four hours later, KAH returned to the chicken barn. All was now quiet. He stepped over the bloated corpse of the farmer. KAH wound the ends of his scarf around his mouth and nose, and then opened the door.
Brown blood stains covered the hay. Chickens lay on their sides. Blood leaked from every orifice. Those few that were not dead yet would be soon. Behind the cloth, KAH smiled.
CHAPTER 2: HUDSON
2:00 p.m. – Cambridge, MA
Walker Green knocked Hudson’s cube with his cane. “You see the stock today?”
Hudson shook his head. “Not $432 anymore, I’m guessing. Still around $200?”
“When can you sell?” Walker asked.
“In three months,” said Hudson, doing the math in his head. Two hundred dollars times five thousand shares would raise an even one million dollars and solve his problems. He exhaled a low whistle. “Or, I keep my nerve while everyone else panics and believe in the real value of the sixth dimension.”
Walker looked grim. “Take a look at today’s price.”
Hudson brought up his stock portfolio. He saw this: D6……$62.29
“What?” Hudson cried. “It’s at $62.29? We’ve lost over $140 per share today?”
“This week. About twenty-five points a day. When’s the last time you looked?” Walker said.
“I haven’t been watching that closely,” Hudson said. “What the hell happened?”
“Some economist wrote a book called Irrational Exuberance,” said Walker. “It’s been all over the morning shows the past couple weeks. It’s about how Alan Greenspan –“
“ – the Federal Reserve Chairman?” Hudson cut in.
“Yeah – how he said a few years ago that maybe tech stock prices were fueled by ‘irrational exuberance’ but then said probably they were not. This guy comes along and proves they are,” said Walker. “The day traders got spooked. Then the institutions sold too.”
“This…sucks,” Hudson whistled, his fingers in his hair; his heart beating faster.
“At least we survived the last layoff,” said Walker looking around at the empty cubes.
“It’ll go back up,” said Hudson. “It has to. This is D6, for chrissake.”
Summer 2001
CHAPTER 1: CAMILLE
July 8 – 10:12 a.m. – Washington, D.C.
“What on earth am I doing?” Camille Henderson thought over and over again as the train chugged north out of Union Station. It had been ten years since it ended. She had been with Yassir through all four years at Yale. Just before graduation, he had called for her. But this time, to show her he was gone. The envelope had been on the bed. Four words on folded paper.
“Uncle sent for me.”
Yassir had not returned for commencement. Camille had spent the festivities stunned, the thousands of black robes swinging shrouds. She had never heard from him again.
Until last night. It was a sweltering July night, when D.C. seemed more swamp than capitol. Camille, now 32, returned home to her studio after work, around 9 p.m. But when she glanced down to unlock the door her breath ran out.
Her doormat faced the wrong way. The word “Welcome” invited the door.
Stock still, her hand on the keys, Camille remembered that warm May night in New Haven. Coming back from Sterling Library, studying late for her last finals. Smiling when she saw those backward letters. Dropping her books and slipping down the hall, through the basement steam tunnel past the snack room and pool room to the entryway – the one before Yassir’s. Climbing the four flights to knock on his neighbor’s door. Slipping the borrowed key into the lock. Crossing the fetid small living room where four barely adult males lived together without cleaning it for nine months. Unseen, she had passed through the fire door and into Yassir’s bedroom. Eager to explore the joys that had taken four years to loosen in him, which gave at last amid warm laughter after they had awoken to find their underclothes stuck together. Only to find the envelope on the mattress , and three pairs of black socks set out in a triangle.
Yassir had insisted on signs. “Uncle cannot know about you. He would take me back.” The backward welcome mat meant come to his room, where, in the bunk, he would hold her so tightly. The three black dots in a triangle? “To warn you of something very bad. Life or death.”
“Yassir’s secret codes,” Camille sniffed. “Maybe that’s why I do what I do. And here I thought I chose the Agency because they pay me to speak the language I love and study a culture I adore.”
Camille eyed the upside down letters on the mat. Then she saw something she had missed. A scrap of newspaper, just an ad for the Central Park Zoo in New York. The reptile exhibit at 4:00 p.m. July 9. She picked it up.
There it was. A black felt tip pen had left slight tails on three dots that formed a triangle. The conclusion came fast. Too fast.
“Yassir needs me,” Camille whispered. “Ten years ago…whatever happened…maybe he wants to explain…But he must really need me now. He still knows he can count on me. Even for…for whatever.”
Camille was not good at intrigue. She was an analyst. Primarily, she considered herself a scholar. She straightened her floor mat and opened her door. Inside she locked it quickly, leaning back on the door. Her mind spun. Yassir appearing. The signs. A meeting place, left casually, so directly she could not possibly miss it.
“Something terrible is happening,” Camille shuddered. Opening this note was like electrifying part of a city that had been dark for years. But here she was, all lit up.
“Who else would he call? Not his parents,” Camille thought. They had died when he was very young. A gas leak from a cracked transmission, a spark, and Yassir had been left to fend for himself on the streets of Saudi Arabia, at the age of seven. Until the wealthy man he called Uncle found him, sheltered him, raised him, educated him.
“He would have called Uncle,” thought Camille. “Unless maybe he’s…no longer…with us?” The simplicity of the torn ad meant something. Yassir must have known she could do better. So it was more important to him that she crack it than that someone else decipher it. He did not want to risk the chance she would misinterpret it.
Camille clicked the Amtrak website. She did not drive a car, and absolutely did not fly. It was not that she did not see, or want, the advantage of the speed. It was the rising panic, the incomprehensibility of her body being at 30,000 feet above the ground. Statistics of car crashes filled her mind when she should have been watching on-coming traffic. Motorcycles were out of the question. Even mopeds. Did people realize how many organ donors came from mopeds slipping on wet leaves? Camille preferred public transportation with more than two wheels. Wheels she was not responsible for.
Wheels that churned into Grand Central Station at 2 p.m. the next afternoon. At 3:50, Camille handed eleven dollars to the clerk at the Central Park Zoo. Her cotton blouse was already plastered to her back. It was a hot July afternoon, but as she pushed through the turnstile, Camille knew she would be feeling rivulets of moisture down her spine even if it were November.
Camille coughed, adjusting to the sudden thickness of the atmosphere. The humid rain forest exhibit was empty. “Very good choice,” Camille thought, as she walked along the raised planks winding through draping vines between murky ponds. The path was a constant curve. It would be difficult to be seen from many angles. The shrill gossiping of the birds would muffle any private conversation.
Camille walked past the turtles showing their bellies to the glass border of their pond. After twenty minutes she was drenched. Yassir had not appeared. Her stomach clenched on its acid. Then she laughed, a spiteful, self-punishing huff.
“The doormat reversed! Just a common prank from the teenagers down the hall. The ones who left wet marshmallows before. And the scrap of newsprint? Really, Camille? Someone else’s garbage is clandestine communiqué?” she scolded.
This was the occupational hazard the Agency counseled them about in orientation. The analyst who craves the action she fears, who stays out of the field but can’t stop watching. How she spirals in a breathless existence amid shadows she invents.
Beware “the madness of spies.” John le Carré’s warning rang in Camille’s ears as the realization hit. Because all she had actually seen last night was this: she deeply wanted to see Yassir. So badly she made it all up.
Camille walked briskly through the exhibit. The path was quite narrow. It led into a dark space. The sign above said “Reptiles.”
“Snakes,” she spat. The sight of an armless, legless creature with baleful eyes made her shudder. How the end of the thing would contract, then propel itself forward somewhere entirely else. Finally she saw a red sign gleaming “Exit”. She stepped carefully in the darkness toward the distant glow. Through the plexiglass, she caught a glimpse of a thick vine wrapped around a tree, dangling. It blinked. Then something touched her shoulder.
“Ah!” Camille yelped. She patted her chest frantically, waving her hands.
“Milly.” His familiar voice was so warm. Camille’s blood pounded.
“Yassir?” she whispered, her voice rising with the lilt of a question.
Even in the darkness, she could see the broad smile, the wide oval eyes that made Yassir’s face such a thing of beauty to her, to most women. She never could quite believe he had chosen her. Even though he had found unmistakable ways to reassure her.
“You understood,” he said. “You came.”
Camille nodded. Yassir put his palm against the small of her back. The act opened a time warp: Camille was through it in a moment. It was like rediscovering a lost joint, like her ankle. She had not realized how badly she was limping.
“Hi, Yas,” she said softly, feeling the longing, disappointment, confusion, hurt, acceptance, a tinge of anger. And love. They mixed; and she tasted all of it.
“I don’t have much time,” Yassir said, pulling Camille gently to a dark corner of the exhibit. His face broke into his wide white smile. “It’s so good to see you.”
“Yes,” Camille said, confusion beginning to blaze. “But, god, it’s been ten years! And …why…this way?”
Yassir slumped. “I know.” His words were not apologetic, or guilty. They ached too. Silence hung between them.
“What are you doing now?” Camille asked, her voice softer this time.
“I’m a consultant,” he said. “Pre-Columbian art, artifacts. So I go to my clients.”
“Do you enjoy it?” she said with a prim smile. The small talk irritated her.
“I do,” he said. “And you are…”
Camille cut him off. “What am I doing here, Yassir?”
His eyes searched hers. “I need you to – I – I know you can do something.”
“I’m not sure what you mean.” Camille wiped her hands on her skirt. The heat made her thighs stick together. Yassir looked at her hard.
“I know what you do.” His voice cut sharply, frightening Camille. A moment ago he was the man with whom she had fallen in love. Still loved. Now he was severe, unfamiliar. Camille’s brows knotted. She said nothing – the Agency’s strong preference.
“That’s fine,” he said. “I don’t expect you to tell me anything. I am here to tell you something. I put it in your capable hands now.”
“What is it, Yassir?” asked Camille. She reached for his hands.
Yassir took a deep breath. He waited for two tourists to pass. “There is going to be a catastrophe. They are going to use airplanes as bombs on American cities.”
“What? Who? When?” Camille shot the questions in a fluster.
“Very angry people,” Yassir said.
“Why are you telling me this?” she said.
“Camille. Come on. I know,” Yassir said. There was a long silence between them. “Okay, fine. Then just listen. Do what you can. There is more. One of the planes will have on board a special piece of cargo – a vial with a weaponized form of pneumonic plague, timed for release twenty-four hours after impact. If there is no impact, it will go off anyway. Once inhaled, it will spread quickly. They call it, loosely translated, the Blood Boiler. Anyone exposed will be dead in a day or two.”
Camille sat silently. “When?”
“Late September.”
“Why?” Camille asked.
“Why?” Yassir said with surprise. “They are so angry! America plays such favorites. Goes where it wants to, puts its soldiers down anywhere, and wraps up shiny rockets for their favored son while all the others can do is throw rocks from their slums. So they are going to throw tantrums to get your attention. They are going to throw a fit.”
“How do you know all this?” Camille whispered.
“Don’t,” Yassir held up a hand. He rose suddenly. “Just, don’t.”
“Why are you telling me?” Camille cried. Her fingers clung to his shirtsleeve. “Why don’t you do something about it?”
“I just did,” Yassir said.
“But – but…Why just one vial?” Camille asked.
“Cost,” he said. “One vial costs millions. They have to make it count. Now let go, Camille. Really.”
Camille looked up, her blue eyes brimming. Yassir was leaving. Again.
“I didn’t want to go then,” he whispered. “I still have to. Even more so. Take good care of yourself, Milly.” A slice of glare blinded Camille when he pushed through the exit out into the bright summer day.
• • •
At 7:00 a.m., Camille sat nervously outside the Deputy Director Orson Lowndes’ office. The train back to Washington had pulled in at 5:00 a.m., but she was too anxious to feel tired.
“You’ve got five minutes,” said the secretary. Camille leapt up and smoothed her skirt, blinking too quickly. The chain of command was loose in the CIA – one passed information to those who needed to know it – but still she had never gone up so high.
Camille put her thumb on the fingerprint sensor next to the deputy’s office door. She leaned toward a small lens that measured and confirmed the radius of her iris. By the time she reached the door, other sensors would have approved her – the scanners that measured the swing and length of her stride, the cadence of her breath. Inside, Camille shifted her weight between her one-inch square heels.
Lowndes was typing. “Henderson. Sit.” Camille sat. He continued typing. Then he said, without looking up, “What do you have?”
“I…I’m not exactly sure.” Camille started. She was shaking. “I have some information that is very detailed and confirms some of the noise we’ve been hearing.” Camille breathed out deeply. She hoped it would slow the blinking, which she knew distracted people. “You know they’ve picked up a lot of chatter about something big happening. In the United States. With planes. And a plague. Possibly.”
Lowndes considered her. There was always chatter. Analysts were among the most paranoid in the Agency. They could afford it, having been trained to interpret “the sun is shining today” to portend nefarious plans but spared cold nights clutching guns in their coat pockets. It was hard enough to get a hearing on things they knew for certain.
“So,” Camille continued. “It’s HUMINT…a contact from …well, I was given more detail: the approximate date it will happen. And more.”
Lowndes curled his fingers. “What else?”
“They will take airplanes and use them as bombs in American cities,” said Camille, exhaling. It felt good to give it to someone else. Though her palms sweated and her face flushed like a Dutch farm girl’s when she was nervous, Camille’s voice became calm, slow and low. It was an arresting combination.
Orson Lowndes watched, wondering if he should listen more carefully. That thought alone made the analyst’s words stick.
“One of the planes,” Camille said quickly, “will have on board a live strain of a type of pneumonic plague. The explosion will release it in the smoke over the city. Once inhaled, it will spread. They call it the Blood Boiler. Within 24 hours, every man, woman and child exposed will be dead.”
This made the deputydeputy laugh. “Blood Boiler? Sounds like a potboiler. You like le Carré?”
“Sir?”
“Who’s the source, Henderson?”
Camille paused. “A friend. I…I mean…an old friend.”
At the Agency, this was the common euphemism for tipsters. But not often uttered by internal analysts with no record of field experience. Analysts never met with intelligence officers, much less their highly protected agents – the spies who provided the intel. Deputy Lowndes began to take more interest.
“What kind of mouse is he?” he asked.
“Mouse, sir?” Camille said.
“All leakers are MICE. He’s telling you for Money, Ideology, Country, or Ego.”
“I…I’m not sure,” she said.
“Ego…that’s always the clincher,” said Lowndes. “Amazing how much self-worth thirty thousand dollars can buy. People sell out their country, cost lives, just to feel important.”
Camille nodded agreeably. The deputy made a face. “But not your guy.”
“He goes by ‘Scully’,” she blurted. “He’s a Saudi who’s been here forever.”
“And you trust him,” said Lowndes. Because the question was loaded for Camille, she missed the note of mockery.
“Yes,” she said finally. “Yes, I do.”
“Okay,” he said. “Write me a memo. Send one to CT.”
“Thank you,” Camille said, bringing her hands together. That she could do: sit at her desk and write. Counterterror would take it from there. Order was restored.
Watching her leave, Lowndes muttered, “Analyst with a sloppy tip from an old boyfriend, who makes no financial demand?” He heard the sound of one shoe dropping.
Twenty minutes later, a young man entered the deputy’s office.
“Camille Henderson,” said Lowndes, holding a thin file. “I want to know what she eats, who with, how much salt she uses. Start with our busybody in the building.”
The Agency kept tabs on its recruits by putting nosy neighbors on their payroll. Often elderly women living alone, they could be quite diligent with their official peering.
• • •
By August 6, Camille had written five memos, each with increasing urgency. There had been no more contact from “Scully.” Though the agency was buzzing with bits and pieces, all that emerged were requests for more memos, plans for plans of action.
Her phone rang. On every call, she leaned in to hear Yassir’s caramel voice.
“Hello dear,” a woman’s voice crackled through the clear line.
“Hi Auntie,” said Camille, swallowing guilt. “Happy birthday!”
“Come have cake with me tonight. I want to show you pictures from my trip to Saudi Arabia. We rode camels. Mine spit at the Sultan.” Matilda Mace, Camille’s neighbor, was an energetic woman who lived in the penthouse, and had adopted Camille when she first came to Washington five years ago. They had tea on Saturdays when Auntie was free. She knew important people and planted these facts like Easter Eggs.
Camille enjoyed Matilda immensely. Matilda took up painting in her late 70s, and now several pieces were on show at the Corcoran Gallery. She rode horses despite her physician’s stern warnings. And she spent months of every year touring distant lands, often regions exploding in civil wars or hostile to westerners. Most leaders of nations, legitimate or not, had had an earful of Matilda’s personal global diplomacy
At 7:30 p.m., Matilda Mace greeted Camille in a green t-shirt and black spandex shorts, a thick leather belt strapped around her lower midsection, with leather gloves and an orange headband pushing up her very short, white locks.
“Free weights, Camille!” cried Matilda. “That’s the secret. See?” She lifted her right forearm and exposed her bicep. A small half plum curve appeared as she boasted with her wiggling eyebrows and flashing dark blue eyes.
“Thank goodness,” muttered Amanda, Matilda’s caregiver. She had been pressed into service as a spotter. “She shouldn’t be doing this sort of thing at all! Now, come have some cake, dear.”
Matilda rolled her eyes. Amanda hustled down the corridor, her hand pressing against her side. Matilda linked her arm in Camille’s and guided her through the penthouse. In its 10,000 square feet, the homehouse boasted six bedrooms with ensuite bathrooms, a ballroom, a sitting room, a gym, a library, a gourmet kitchen and servants’ quarters.
On the sofa, Matilda eyed Camille. “Where’s your mind, dear? On a fella?”
“I’m sorry, Auntie,” Camille smiled. “It’s hard to get someone off my mind.”
Matilda slapped her thighs, bones in nylon. “Not your old – from college?”
“I saw him,” Camille blurted. It was not just Yassir’s disturbing appearance that was on her mind. The information that he had given her was horrific – and it had fallen into the abyss. No one at the Agency had followed up with her. She still had the hot potato.
“You saw him? I thought you didn’t know where he was? Or what he was doing?” Matilda’s voice rose like an avid fan catching up on a soap opera.
“He told me something very disturbing. It sounds bizarre. It is. Who knows.”
“What, dear? What did he say?” Matilda touched Camille’s hand.
Camille put her hand to her forehead and spilled. “He said terrorists are going to attack us with planes and unleash a plague on a major city.”
Matilda covered her mouth. “Call the police.”
“I did, sort of,” said Camille. “They thought I was crazy.”
“Well, dear, it is quite a story,” Matilda said.
“You’re probably right,” said Camille. Too often, she could not distinguish what should be terrifying from what should not be, and she just ended up scared all the time.
“Right,” Matilda concluded. “You must get over him. This is how I did it with Winston Churchill. We’ll have one cigarette and you will talk. You will tell me everything you loved about him. Everything you hated. You will eulogize him. By the end of the ciggies, he will be ash too. We won’t speak of him again. It’s not healthy.”
“Cigarettes aren’t healthy,” Camille retorted.
Matilda took another bite of her cake. She patted Camille on the shoulder and rose. Minutes later she returned, wrapped in a silk robe. The headband was gone. She looked quite old and small. But her face still flushed with the trace of exercise.
“Now how about that cigarette?” she said, lifting two from a cloisonné box. She pointed at the balcony doors. “This is where I sneak my puffs.” Camille followed Matilda out to the railing. The cigarette burned down between her fingers. Matilda faced the Capitol and inhaled deeply.
After Camille left later that evening, Matilda retired to her rooms. She passed through the outer sitting room, the bedroom and dressing room, to her garden room. It had a balcony. This was where she wrote poetry, and painted, watching the Capitol.
It was also where she made phone calls. Matilda sat down in a comfortable chair next to a book case. She curled her fingers around the corner of her armrest until she felt the button. The spines of a row of books slid up to reveal a dark green telephone on a shelf. She punched in a string of numbers. Far away, a secure line rang.
CHAPTER 2: RAPTOR
August 6 – 2:58 p.m. – Cambridge, MA
At 14:58 Raptor put his hand on the revolving door. He glanced down. There it was. A crumble of white on the ground. A piece of chalk, dropped through a hole in a trouser pocket, and then crushed by a heel. Later a maintenance man would sweep it up with other unnoticed cigarette butts and dirt. But it was neon to Raptor: his orders were ready.
Raptor walked into the hotel’s coffee shop and waited in line. His impatience was opportunity. When he most wanted to rush, he used that energy to slow down, like shifting an engine down a gear, then another, without jerking. That effort absorbed his excess energy so he could plan the next move.
“Venti,” said the vendor, pointing. “Sugar and stuff are there.” Coffee shops made for good drop locations. Cover was easy and the layouts were standard among franchisees. Three jars of sugar to the left of the napkins and waste bin. Chocolate, cinnamon and nutmeg to the right.
Raptor shook sugar into his coffee with his right hand while he felt for the sticker beneath the shelf. His index finger found a thin edge. He pinched it between his thumb and forefinger until it folded across his palm.
With his back to the wall, Raptor sat down in a chair and sipped his coffee slowly, looking every bit the tired student or worker bee in need of an afternoon jolt. He propped both of his elbows on the table and seemed to stare into his coffee. In fact he was looking just to the left of his mug at the black print on the sticker cupped in his palm.
ASP Operator: Raptor
Mission: Disarm, Deliver and Extract to Deep Cover
Purpose:
1. Unload Location: American Airlines Flight #11 Boston to LA departs 07:45 a.m.
2. Unload Date/Time: Sept 11 at approximately 08:15.
3. Size and Type of Target: Egg-shaped crystal containing aerosolized pneumonic plague.
“Pneumonic plague?” Raptor read. “Nasty. On a commercial jet liner. Infect the people on the jet and have them spread it. But usually they like a bigger bang – so the world will notice them for once.”
4. Degree of Certainty: 52%. It is more likely than not that the target will be on this flight. Take possession on ground prior to flight if possible. If not, board the plane.
“Fifty-two percent?” Raptor thought. “So the ASP does not know which plane is going to carry it.”
5. Security Consideration:
a. Detonation to occur 24 hours after crash. Disarm first. Code to follow.
6. Plane will not land.
“Ah ha! There’s the bang for you.” thought Raptor. “Plane will not land. The explosion must detonate the aerosolized disease vector, which will scatter all over the disaster area while the smoke plumes carry it. The crash is just setting the table. Their real plan is to wipe out people downwind with the pneumonic plague.”
And the twenty-four hour delay? Raptor’s brain cranked through logic like a marble rolling down steps, hitting the next deduction at a faster clip, stopping abruptly at the conclusion: in twenty-four hours, the nation would have organized its response. Its leaders would be at the crash site, showing strength, leading the people, grieving with them.
“The President would have to be there,” Raptor realized. He studied his orders bent slightly forward over his coffee cup, feet square on the floor, thighs flexed, elbows tight against his ribcage. Ready. But the next brief sentence caught him up short.
7. Full extraction occurs at end of this mission.
Raptor’s eyebrows rose. His jaw loosened. He turned to the side as if to stretch a muscle in his neck. He looked around at the students and business people seated at the tables, reading papers, chatting. At the glass cabinets full of desserts. He listened to the spray of cappuccino makers; the drink orders coming down the line.
“So. Time to go,” Raptor said. His call had come. It would end with the extraction from the cover he had worn for four years now, as comfortably as his t-shirt and jeans. He would have to let the lines go. Assure they dropped completely. After this mission there would be a new cover, a new life to learn.
Where to next? The ASP would not tell him until this mission was complete. Because it was irrelevant. If he did not complete it, there would be no need for new cover. There was to be no regret in leaving. Otherwise things went badly wrong.
Once Raptor stepped on that plane, this cover he wore would disappear forever. He would have to carry out the rest of the order without anyone, anywhere, recognizing him. Raptor took a long sip of the hot coffee. What would coffee taste like in his next post? he wondered. It was thick and delicious in the Middle East, and just about perfect in South America. Wherever he went, he would have coffee. And four sugars.
Raptor would have to get that capsule out of terrorist hands, into his own, and out of the plane. Before they boarded. If not, then before they crashed. Without anyone seeing him. And return it where? The orders were precise.
8. Personal Meeting Date/Time: Wednesday, Sept 12 16:00.
9. General Location: Washington D.C., Northwest, 1665 Connecticut Avenue Penthouse
10. Personal Meeting Specific Location: Service entrance, PH floor.
11. Contact Procedures:
12. Recognition Signals (Bona Fides)
a. Visual: Contact will light cigarette on balcony
b. Verbal: Operator “I’m here to fix the disposal”. Contact: “Is that thing on the brink again?”
13. Danger Signal: Contact says “I think I need to sit down.”
14. Personal Meeting Cover: Appliance repair
15. Props Required. See Zed.
Extraction Location: private airfield in Virginia, three miles south west of the Capitol.
There was a small map showing the streets of Washington D.C. and the airfield.
Raptor held his open palm up to his Blackberry and pushed a button. In a click the order scanned into the machine, which looked like all the other portable email devices with tiny keyboards. But Raptor’s Blackberry did much more, thanks to Zed. Then he dipped the paper in the cup and watched the words disappear.
From a building across the way, five floors up, the man watching the intersection saw the young man lean against the lamppost near the entrance to the hotel. When the light changed, he jogged across the street. Through the binoculars, the watcher could see it quite clearly. On the post, about waist high, was a fresh line of white chalk.
• • •
There were so many unbearable mental images from the Head’s time at Auschwitz that most had to be locked in a box. But for one: the needle with the single cc of fluid, shot into the bony shoulders of men and women sitting naked on metal chairs in the hellish laboratory. The Head saw this memory every day, and created the Association to Protect with one grand mission: defend humanity against its smallest threats.
As disease vectors could pass unseen through borders, the ASP had to do so as well in pursuit of these invisible killers. ASP operators were selected from the most elite special forces without regard to flag. They were trained and willing to stop bio-attacks without approval, process or authority. ASP operators came from the U.S. Delta Force, Israel’s Defense Forces Sayeret Matkal, Pakistan’s ISI, and Britain’s SAS. They were trained in every skill a deep cover operator needed to stop a bioterrorism event: hand to hand combat, munitions, breaching buildings, rooms, vehicles and planes, survival, evasion, resistance and escape, and spy tradecraft. ASP operators touched down in communities for a time – years even – remaining unnoticeable, unexceptional and unattached. This last was a stark clause of the ASP contract:
Sec. 1.2.10. No Attachments.
The Operator shall not form or maintain any significant personal relationship(s) during the Term of this Agreement other than with the assigned technical support. Any attachments will lead to immediate termination.
Isolation simplified the inevitable extraction. Worse, attachments could compromise an operator’s loyalty and discretion, and expose the existence of the ASP. So the ASP was mortally jealous of any it discovered and turned termination into a deadly serious matter.
• • •
Upon receiving his orders, Raptor went to see Zed for the gear he would need to complete the mission. The door to the small windowless office was open. Partly assembled robots sat on shelves, staring through uncovered eyeballs, showing ghoulish, veiny red, black and yellow wires. The duffel bag sat on a pile of magazines.
“What’s in your bag of tricks today, Zed?” Raptor asked, reaching for the straps.
“Ah ah,” Zed scolded, snatching the bag. “This must be introduced properly. Shown respect. Like a new friend. Because you will rely on it like an old one. Tea?” Zed was just under five and a half feet tall. His hair was deep black, though he was nearly fifty. Shadows hung perpetually under his brown eyes.
“Seriously? Again?” Raptor scowled. Despite their age gap, Zed was the one solid link in Raptor’s life. So he accepted the cup. He sucked at the tea, spat the hot liquid. He blew on it hard. Zed sat back in his chair, waiting for the cup to cool.
“It’s nice for you to have a break, too? No? Okay. Let’s see what we’ve got.” Zed unzipped the bag and first pulled out what looked like a motorcycle jacket. Raptor shrugged into it. The body had a soft, velvety feel. It was much lighter than leather.
“This,” said Zed, “is your protection.”
“I’m not going on a bike,” said Raptor. “It’s a jump.”
“Yes,” Zed said. “You like speed. I can see you as a little boy, scaling the couch and announcing you could fly.” Raptor blushed. “You will like this, then. You know the extreme athletes who climb the highest peaks and do reckless things with skis and swaths of nylon pinned to gliders and parachutes?”
“A Saturday,” Raptor said.
Zed nodded. “Indeed. Then you may know of the wingsuit already. It’s a bodysuit with nylon stretching between the torso and the arms, beyond the fingers, and between the legs. You jump into the abyss and the pockets of air in the wingsuit create enough lift that you can fly two feet laterally for every one foot you descend. You look like a flying squirrel. They are quite popular among a small and gradually shrinking group of technical climbers and extreme skiers who expend a great deal of energy to climb peaks and overcome innate human survival instincts standing on the edge of a cliff. They jump, and for a short while, they fly. Almost always.”
“Two over to one down?” said Raptor. “I wouldn’t want to land on that vector.”
“No.” Zed said. “You would be hummus. That’s why I have not given you a wingsuit. It’s also loud as a small jet engine. You must be unnoticeable: unheard and unseen. And under no circumstances will I send you, my friend, on this mission with your feet bound together.”
“So what does this jacket do?” Edwin asked.
“Nature has all the answers,” Zed said, passing his palm over the front of the jacket. “Did you know most advanced flight technology just tries to mimic what birds of prey are born doing? Feel this velvet-like material: it’s like an owl’s velvet torso feathers, which makes the predator soundless in flight. And the coating I’ve applied makes a man dust on radar.”
“How do my arms and legs stay free? I need maximum flexibility before the jump.”
“Absolutely,” Zed said. “Dynamic stabilization. The jacket has sensors along the seams which measure propulsion, energy and inertia, and ultimately, air pressure changes. When you need them, and not before, the jacket will extend into wings and tail feathers, as it were.”
“And let out a chute when its time,” Edwin finished.
Zed shook his head. “Sorry. A parachute would certainly show up on radar. We’ve worked hard to keep you invisible. Again nature provides direction. Do you know the kestrel?”
“Another bird?”
“The smallest falcon. And the only one that can hover in midair, mid attack. It beats its wings very quickly, like a hummingbird. Your jacket mimics this. With it, you can fly, descend, rise and hover. And you’ll have these…,” Zed opened a small contact lens case. Two yellowish disks peered out. “These protect your eye membranes on steep dives. They have infrared vision. Anything you see scans directly into the hard drive. Now I can see whatever you see.”
“How?” Raptor asked.
“So,” began Zed, opening a laptop, “vision works when light bounces off an object into your eye. The light goes through the pupil to the lens, which focuses it on the back of the eye. There the retina turns light into electrical charges that tell the brain to produce the exact image you ‘see’. These lenses pick up the same impulse. See? I can see, digitize, store, file and search whatever you see.”
“They’re yellow,” said Raptor, pressing them to his eyes. The lenses blended with the bright green hue of his eye. An image formed on the screen. It was of Zed’s arms, the laptop. Zed’s face and eyes. The magazines, door, grey office carpet.
“There’s more,” Zed said, wiggling his eyebrows. “These lenses are the first known technology to make vision work in reverse. You think of something, the image forms in your brain, which sends the electronic impulse to your lenses. They pass these signals to the computer which draws a picture of what you are imagining. Try it.”
Raptor tried to think of something. A random memory filled his mind. The screen showed a man holding out a trophy. “Wow. ESP,” he said.
“What did you win?” asked Zed.
Raptor chuckled. “Body building competition in high school. I got entered.”
The computer screen filled with the face of a skinny young boy, maybe fifteen, sitting on stone steps. A black violin case sat at his feet. Four bigger boys, laughing. “Central High Varsity Wrestling” was blazoned across their burgundy wool and leather jackets.
“Good friends,” Zed said.
RT stared at the monitor. “I trained all summer. I won.” The screen rolled fresh scenes: the boy with 25 more pounds, all muscle. Pinning flat each of the four bullies.
Zed continued, “And, she can type. You just visualize words and symbols. It’s the new Dictaphone. Dictathought.”
Raptor put his hand on Zed’s shoulder. “Very cool. But the yellow isn’t subtle.”
“I know,” Zed frowned. “It’s a problem. We’ll improve it. In the meantime, don’t wear them near people you know. Blink hard to toggle the function. And please don’t leave it on. I really don’t want to see everything in that head.”
Then Zed pulled a pair of laced up Nikes from the bag. “Trigger the internal magnet and these will seek the closest steel. You could hang on the edge of a window sill and just worry about the view.”
“Not that I’d need to,” Raptor said.
“Of course not,” said Zed.
“You are a titan,” Raptor said. Zed smiled, and then dipped his head.
CHAPTER 3: HUDSON
September 7 – 4:30 p.m. – Cambridge, MA
“Not another one,” Hudson said, watching the fax spit up another cancellation. The economy of the summer of 2001 was a far cry from the frenzy of 1999, where D6’s IPO went over the moon. By 2001 the dot com crash had settled fully through the economy. As Edwin had warned on that heady day of the IPO – when D6 stock opened for sale at $22.00 and closed at $222.00 – the tech bubble soon would burst. In March 2000, it did. Overnight investor enthusiasm for technology companies fell away. Investors suddenly demanded that all companies collect revenue, not just “eyeballs.” Technology stock prices plunged. The dot com balloon burst into shaggy threads of stretched puckered rubber.
Not a single thing had changed about the value D6 brought its customers, or the compelling vision the road show PowerPoints presented. But investors fled from D6 and all of their customers. Stock prices plunged. Debts were called in. Within a few months, old customers went out of business and new prospects shrunk from sinking ships offering solutions.
At D6, where the stock price peaked at $432, only a handful of employees had the opportunity – and prudence – to sell their shares. Hudson Davenport was not one of them.
It was September 7, 2001, the first Friday after Labor Day. Hudson stared at Yahoo! Finance. The website displayed columns of stock tickers and prices – all now short a decimal place. Or two. He clicked the ticker “D6.”
“One dollar, twenty seven cents.” Hudson said. His hands trembled as he opened J.D. Sullivan’s calculator. “So, $1.27 times 20,000 equals….$25,400. And, I’ve only vested half. So…my entire portfolio is worth about twelve thousand bucks. Excellent.”
This would not be such a problem if Hudson had not taken J.D. Sullivan’s advice to live large over the past two years. If, when his initial shares had vested in June 2000, he had realized that the D6 price then – $42 per share – was a ceiling not a floor. Practically overnight, the market had changed from inflating D6 stock with hot hopes to burying it with grudging pessimism. Hudson was caught out cold, clutching the flashy future painted on D6’s IPO PowerPoint.
He saw only one way out: close a mammoth deal with XTC and earn its commission.
Summer had slipped behind them. All eyes were on the quarter that would close in three weeks at the end of September. But the XTC deal, which everyone was relying on to reflect the aura of success through D6 at a time it badly needed to see and show traction, was nowhere.
Hudson was paralyzed. He would call XTC; someone would say they would meet in three months. He had had a few meetings but they were “all hat no cattle.” Looked good. Got nowhere. Edwin was expecting him to close the deal this month. And the commission was absolutely the only way he could pay back J.D. Sullivan.
Instinctively Hudson looked at his wrist to check the time. He had not yet adjusted to it being bare. As he remembered what had happened last weekend, small bumps rose on his skin.
• • •
About this time last Friday, he had decided to call XTC again. “First, coffee courage,” Hudson said. But getting coffee meant crossing Big Mac’s door. So he walked briskly, though there was no need. Mac was on the phone, his back to the door. Hudson caught a few words.
“As much as you can,” Mac was saying in a low voice. “Sell it all.”
“Sell?” Hudson thought. “Not D6 shares, not when he knows the real numbers?”
If day traders saw the stock dive, D6 shares could go to zero. Hudson shook his head, strode to the coffee room with the air of purpose he did not feel. On his way back to his desk to dig in this time to XTC, he saw Jameson go in to Big Mac’s office.
“We’re looking good, J.C.Jameson,” Mac said, smiling. Hudson watched Mac go to the white board with the green pen. He wrote down the deals and next to each, dollar figures. Green meant these were sales that the crew had closed. Titan Toys topped the list.
Hudson walked back to his cube. “Hey Sam, congrats on Titan Toys,” A young man spun in his chair. He wore a blue polo shirt with the D6 logo and khakis – the unspoken dress code. His suit and tie hung in his cube for the unexpected customer call.
“Why?” Sam said. “Big Mac made me push it. He’s doing a little sandbagging. I guess we have enough for Q3; he wanted to roll it to Q4. Could have closed it too.”
Hudson craned his neck to see Big Mac’s wall. “What about Linwood Paper?”
“Next quarter,” Sam said. “What are you, our new manager?”
“Hell no,” said Hudson. “I don’t want responsibility. Where’s the fun in that?”
But the hairs on Hudson’s spine reversed. Big Mac was telling Jameson that deals had closed when they had not. “Mac is selling us out,” Hudson thought. “We’ll miss the quarter.”
Missing Wall Street’s expectations would tip D6 over the abyss. The hottest IPOs were in the distant past, the cash raised long ago spent. If investors did not see profits they did not want to see the stock in their portfolio.
“So why push the deals?” Hudson wondered. “Next quarter will be irrelevant if we miss this one. So why is Mac putting roses under Jameson’s nose?”
Just then, Hudson’s phone rang. Still distracted, he answered.
“Hudson!” boomed a familiar voice. “You coming to the rock for the weekend?”
“Hey J.D.,” Hudson said cautiously. “Yeah. I’m flying out with my dad tonight.”
“Great. Let’s meet up for a drink. I’d like to catch up.”
“Sure, great,” said Hudson, relieved to hear that the banker sounded friendly.
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