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CHAPTER 1

 


“All right, Marines! Off and on!” The gunny’s
voice was trained over twenty-five years to be heard over the roar
of combat, and not a single Marine on the ready line could have
missed it.

Not that any would, Robert “Bob” Carnigan
noted. He’d never seen troops more ready to roll. Which was a good
thing he mused. After all, they’d be covering his ass when the crap
hit the fan.

He was a reporter assigned to the forward
Marine base. His job was to go in with the lead troops and tell
their story, and at twenty-six years old, he was very good at his
job.

And, he’d made it his personal mission to be
very good to the Marines he was with. And, it’d paid off; letting
them tell their stories for the record, for their girls, their
families, for those who might remember them after they were gone.
It had already earned him one Pulitzer, and put him at the top of
the game.

Now, he was going back into the crap
again.

He watched as the troops lined up, from front
to back each man checked his buddy’s gear. Each man had learned
from hard experience to trust his teammates, even with his life,
which this was.

The Force Recon Marine platoon was going into
a dried-out, knife-edged valley. Local sources had it that the bad
guys didn’t cover the dead-end gully, but its bottom was just flat
enough and just big enough for the two V-22 Ospreys they would be
going in on to land. Not safely, just get in.

Once in, the Recon Marines would scope out
the next valley over, the big one, with all the insurgents and the
poppy fields they were using to pay for their activities.

Once the enemy positions were marked, and the
Marine snipers were in position, they’d call in the cavalry, and
that’d be all she wrote for this little insurgent abscess on the
ass of the world.

Struggling a bit in his body armor and
helmet, Bob noted that he wasn’t nearly as uncomfortable-looking as
his cameraman. But, the kid was okay, he’d been through the grinder
before and still kept his camera rolling to get the shot.

Bob’s place was beside the gunny on the lead
chopper. And that was exactly where he intended to stay.

As they settled into the thinly padded,
welded-steel tube jump-seats, the gunny turned to him with a grin.
“So, glad to be back in it?”

Shouting through his grin to be heard over
the sound of the engines winding up, Bob’s “Hell no! I wish you
pukes’d get this crap over with so we can all go home!” Even if he
couldn’t hear it, he noted that the Marines on both sides of them
joined the gunny in laughing.

Then, as the Osprey settled into its level
flight mode, the men got quiet.

Bob could see it in each of their eyes. Each
started going through his own little pre-combat ceremony.

The big sergeant’s hands ran repeatedly over
his gear. Checking everything over and over again, though the eyes
said that he was actually feeling none of it; his mind was a
million miles away from the noisy, crowded airborne assault
craft.

The newest member of the platoon was trying
to hide how scared he was, and failing miserably. But, Bob could
see the unconscious pride in the boy’s posture. He was a Recon
Marine and was going to do all right.

Another gave the appearance of having nodded
off. Bob couldn’t tell if he actually had, or if it was just a good
act.

He did see a couple praying, and figured that
the others were doing their own version of the same, just in their
own way.

Just like he was.

Just like every time before, he didn’t
realize how fast the time was passing. All he knew was that the
Osprey’s crew chief, sitting in his jumpseat by the side door
suddenly stiffened and unconsciously raised his hand to his
protective headset.

With a nod, the chief turned to the gunny and
gave him a totally unnecessary thumbs-up to indicate they were
going into their final approach up the box canyon.

Bob saw that the gunny didn’t have to say a
word. Everybody, even the guy who had been doing his best to doze
off, was in the process of getting their gear ready to kick off the
plane as soon as the ramp dropped.

He felt the sudden swoop as the Osprey’s
engines pivoted from their level flight to their vertical landing
mode.

By straining he could just see out the port
behind the gunny’s head as the canyon’s sides rose into view.

He could also just make out the blurring tip
of the other Osprey’s port propeller. That’s why he was able to see
the rocket trails and the tracers from the heavy machine guns as
they cut the other plane to pieces.

That was all he saw as their own aircraft
lurched from sudden impacts.

Holes that looked to be big enough to shove
his head through appeared in the sides of the fuselage. The paths
of the blurred tracers marked by the ripped flesh and exploding
body parts in their path.

Bob heard the gunny’s curse as the Marine
literally ripped his seatbelt off and threw himself across the
reporter.

Folded over in his seat, his breath crushed
out by the weight of the sergeant, Bob was slammed as the gunny’s
body suddenly jerked and bucked from the rounds ripping into
it.

The hot wash of the man’s life blood flooding
into his eyes told him that the man had died to save his life.

Then, one of the enemy RPG’s exploded their
Osprey’s starboard engine.

The plane went into an uncontrollable spin,
slamming everything and everyone in the shredded body of the plane
against the far wall.

Luckily, they were low enough that the plane
spun into the rocky bottom of the canyon before it could tear
itself apart with its own centrifugal force.

Breaking up, shedding wings and engines, the
body of the plane rolled like a log across the bottom of the gully,
to wrap itself around a large boulder.

Tossed clear of the wreckage, a stunned and
bleeding Bob Carnigan could only blink in shock.

The sun was glaring red. He only had enough
reason left to think that it must be from the gunny’s blood, or his
own streaming into his eyes.

Then, everything faded into darkness.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


“And how are we feeling?”

Bob shot up, automatically clutching at his
chest as his eyes darted around the room in momentary panic.

He was lying on a low soft bed that appeared
to be made up of several large cushions arranged under a rug-like
cover. The bedclothes were heavily brocaded in the local fashion he
was so familiar with.

The room he was in resembled nothing so much
as a pole-less tent. Large, richly colored, heavily stitched,
rug-like sheets made up the walls and ceiling. The light was coming
from an electric lamp sitting on a small bedside table.

He instinctively grabbed up the fallen
bedclothes when he realized that, other than a nice collection of
bandages, he was stark naked.

Standing beside the foot of his bed was a
man. He appeared to be dressed quite comfortably in the long
flowing robes the locals preferred for casual attire. Though Bob
did note he didn’t look to be a native, not with that
white-streaked blond hair. Not to mention the accent.

The man appeared to be early middle-age, and
had a slightly amused little smile crinkling his lips.

Bob felt himself just staring at the man,
gaping like a fish. At the moment there wasn’t much he could do
about it, but he knew that later he’d be embarrassed.

The man was holding a tray with a bottle and
glass on it. Stepping forwards, he placed the tray on the small
bedside table and poured something from the bottle into the glass.
As he handed the glass to a suddenly parched Bob, he said, “This
should help. It’ll take the edge off the aches and keep you from
thrashing around and pulling out those stitches. I’m a pretty good
field medic, but even I have my limits.”

Seeing Bob’s confusion as he took the glass
he said, “Perhaps if I introduced myself it would give you a chance
to collect your thoughts.”

With a slight bow he said, “You can call me
Mr. Jordan, and this”—he waved his hand to indicate the surrounding
coverings—“is my humble hovel.”

Bob nodded. “Okay then . . .
Mr. Jordan. I’m Bob Carnigan, and what the hell is going on? Where
the hell am I? What the hell happened? And, oh yes, who the hell
are you?”

Chuckling, Mr. Jordan stepped forward and
turned around a chair that Bob hadn’t noticed was beside the little
table. He sat, straddling the chair and leaning his crossed arms on
the back.

With a sly grin, he said, “Now that is one
hell of a lot of questions to try to answer all at once.

“Let me say that, unfortunately, you
were the only survivor of the ambush. At least the only survivor
from your side. The other side is quite proud of their ambush and
are currently trumpeting it across the Internet and airways for
anybody who cares to listen.”

Bob had the momentary image of a proud young
Marine showing everybody the pictures of his new baby, the baby who
would now never know his father, flash across his mind’s eye.
Blinking back the sudden tearing in his eyes, he said, “Everybody’s
dead?”

As the other man’s smile faded, Bob could
suddenly see a brief glimpse of a bottomless sadness in the other
man’s eyes. With a nod, he said, “Yes, you were the only one I was
able to save.”

Bob blinked. “But . . . How
did you do that? Why did you do that? I mean, why me?”

Jordan’s smile returned. “Well, as to the
how . . . we’ll get to that later. Let’s just say
for now, that with all the smoke, flame and confusion I was able
to . . . spirit you away without anybody noticing.
Right now I believe you’re officially listed as ‘Missing in
Action.’ ”

After pausing for a moment to order his
thoughts, he continued, “As to why? Well, let’s just say that I’ve
been in need of somebody like you for some time now, and you looked
to be in need of a little help.” He shrugged. “I guess you could
say God provided for both.”

Bob couldn’t help rolling his eyes thinking,
Just what this country needs, another religious nutcase. To
the man’s face he said, “Okay, so what about the other questions?
Where is ‘here’? Who are you? Why did you save me?
And . . .”

Jordan chuckled. “What happens now?”

Bob nodded.

“Well, to answer the last question
first, that bit of opiate-laced wine ought to give you a decent
sleep. Don’t object, you need it. You’ll feel much better
afterwards.”

He seemed to look through Bob, lost in
thought for a moment before continuing, “I identified you with the
passport you were carrying. My Google search showed that you’re a
reporter?”

At Bob’s nod, he continued, “Right. I believe
that, basically, your job can be summed up as ‘observe and
report’?”

Bob shrugged. “There’s a bit more than that.
I’m supposed to actually go looking for the stories as well as just
reporting on them.”

“Right. Anyhow, I believe your military
has scouts who are supposed to do the same thing? As well, your
country has all sorts of agents and spies. For that matter, every
country, military, virtually all human organizations have somebody
whose job it is to collect information or monitor the
opposition?”

At Bob’s nod he said, “Right, that’s me. Same
job, different boss.”

Bob blinked. “So, who do you work for? What
are you . . . looking for?”

Mr. Jordan shook his head. “I’m afraid
that’s . . . classified.” He chuckled. “You wouldn’t
believe who feels the need to have ‘eyes on,’ somebody to provide
what I believe your military calls ground truth
for . . . his interests.”

Bob was struck by sudden inspiration. “I get
it! If you aren’t with a military or other government organization,
you must be a rep for a contractor! You’re here to study and report
on the combat ops and environment! But, they don’t want either side
to know you’re here, or who you work for . . . I
guess so that they can claim plausible deniability or some
such . . . And, they can then use the additional
info you provide to get a leg up on the competition, who might be
depending on just the ‘colored’ information the military might be
providing.”

He glanced at his host in triumph. “That’s
who you’re working for! Isn’t it?”

Mr. Jordan’s expression was a bit amused as
he said, “Close enough, I guess.” He shrugged. “Anyhow, your Osprey
dropped onto my doorstep. I was up in the observation position at
the entrance. I’d noticed that the local group was preparing for
some sort of fight in the gully. To tell the truth, I thought
they’d found my little hidey-hole, and decided to take me out.”

He gave Bob a sly grin. “Instead, it looks
like they laid an ambush for you and a bunch of Marines. What
happened, by the way?”

Well, trade answers for answers, the whole
interview thing. Bob shrugged. “The Marines said they had a
good source. That he’d given them rock-solid information in the
past, and that he’d scoped-out the defenses for the local
insurgency’s main base in this area.” He shook his head. “But, it
didn’t work out that way . . .”

Jordan nodded. “Maybe the other side got to
your source, or his family. Or, maybe he was just a very good and
dedicated guy. It’s like shark fishing; lay out a chum line to lead
the big, bad shark into the trap.”

Bob blinked. “That sounds a bit cold. Are you
on the side of the locals or the Marines?”

It had been a long time since Bob had felt
fear at the mere look in a man’s eyes, the look he got now brought
all that back, with a vengeance.

Mr. Jordan’s tone was as cold as the glare in
his eyes was hot as he answered, “I am not on
anybody’s side. And if I were you, I’d be a bit more appreciative
of the fact that I went so far as to jump into immediate action,
risking exposing my position and my life, the very existence of my
boss and mission, to save the only survivor of that ambush. Does
that measure up to your sense of honor, Mr. Carnigan?”

The emphasis on that last caused Bob to gulp
past the sudden lump in his throat. “Um, I’m sorry. I didn’t thank
you for saving me, did I?” He shrugged. “My apologies, I
didn’t . . . I mean, I’m still trying to get a grip
on . . .” It was a new experience for him. He
actually found that he didn’t have anything to say.

The other man nodded. “Trust me. I’ve been
there, done that. I shouldn’t have gone off like that. I guess I’m
still a bit rattled by it after all. Anyhow, you lie back and get
some sleep. We’ll talk after you wake up.”

With that, he turned off the lamp, and Bob
caught a brief glimpse of his silhouette as he pushed out of the
enclosure between two of the coverings.

 


* * *

 


Setting his cup back on the saucer, Bob
leaned back and patted his lips with his napkin. “Well, I have to
say that was an excellent breakfast.”

Refilling his cup, Mr. Jordan nodded. “I
usually don’t have fresh eggs, and to tell the truth, it’s a pain
in the butt to get bacon around here. But, I’m pretty good. And,
this is something of a special occasion for me.”

Bob’s eyebrow’s crinkled up. “Oh?”

Jordan nodded. “Having a guest over. You’re
the first person I’ve had over since I settled in here.”

Bob nodded. “Earlier, what did you mean by
you’ve been needing somebody like me?”

Easing himself back in his chair, Jordan
quipped that while the local custom was to sit on cushions or piled
rugs, he hadn’t gone quite that native. Then Jordan said, “You’re
what used to be called a film reporter. I like the way you handle
your stories. And . . . I’m in need of somebody who
can get a story out.”

Bob blinked. “I was going to ask about that.
You checked me out? From inside a cave in the middle of
nowhere?”

Sipping from his own cup, Jordan nodded. “The
Internet, isn’t it a wonderful thing?”

Bob blinked again. “You have Internet access?
Here?”

“Certainly. I also have a satellite
phone, get email, all of it. All that in addition to
the . . . special communications that the boss
provided. Hey, I might have to live like a hermit, but I’m still a
creature of the twenty-first century.”

Bob chuckled. “I can’t seem to help
underestimating you.”

Mr. Jordan shrugged. “No problem.”

“So, what’s this story you want me to
get out? You might say that it might be the least I could do for
your saving my life.”

The odd man shrugged. “That’s a bit
complicated. Before I can tell you that . . . Well,
I guess we have to go back to the beginning.”

Bob blinked. “The beginning of what?”

“Everything.”

 


* * *

 


“Attention!”

The sound of twenty people suddenly rising
and snapping their heels together in the briefing room was more
like a roar than a click.

The side door opened and the Leader entered.
Tall and athletically slim, he was surprisingly young-looking, with
warm brown eyes and wavy brown hair worn too long.

Everyone who saw him realized that he looked
exactly like he was supposed to. Which was as it was planned to
be.

Striding to his waiting seat, he turned to
glance over the others before nodding and saying in his deep
melodious baritone, “Be seated.” Turning to the uniformed officer
standing at the podium, he said, “Proceed, Hauptmann.”

No matter how many times he gave the daily
briefing, Hauptmann Walter Wolf could never get the hang of him
briefing, well, him.

“Sir, as usual, the first item is our
base security status.” With a touch of the podium top control, the
wall-screen behind him lit up with a satellite image of the
continent. “Basically, our situation is unchanged. The
long-standing policy of maintaining a, um, low profile has allowed
the Americans and other nations to give the impression of
effectively ignoring our existence.”

The Leader nodded. “What word on our efforts
to negate their spy-sat capabilities?”

The young hauptmann smiled. “On that we’ve
been able to verify, through our . . . sources in
the various corporations they’re contracting through, that they
haven’t been able to penetrate either our electromagnetic jamming,
or our thermal shielding.”

Turning to the senior officer at his elbow,
the Leader chuckled. “I guess our forefathers were pretty prescient
in picking the location for the installation.”

The other man shrugged. “Or just lucky. The
way I remember it, they were just as surprised as the other side
was at the effects of the natural magnetic field distortions on
electromagnetic surveillance.”

Chuckling, the Leader turned back to the
officer at the podium. “Go on, next item.”

With a click of the control, the image on the
screen changed. An image of the globe appeared. As the image
rotated, small spots started to appear. Ranging from green through
yellow to red, they soon covered the face of the planet’s land
surface. Their primary concentration appeared to be in the more
backward areas of the globe. But the mighty centers of civilization
were quite well represented as well. And the green icons
outnumbered the yellow by a very significant amount, and red was
hardly represented at all.

Clearing his throat, the hauptmann continued,
“Right, this gives a graphic representation of our various cells,
worldwide. You can see, we’re doing extremely well.”

Nodding, the Leader asked, “What about our
efforts to infiltrate the Mossad?”

The hauptmann worked a control, and the scene
zoomed in to show a splash of red in the region of Tel Aviv. “I’m
afraid we’ve had our usual luck there. The Israelis are still
insistent on hunting us down. However, to date, the Americans are
still keeping them on a short leash.”

As the Leader nodded, the officer sitting
next to him grumbled, “Those verdamnt Juden!”

The Leader gave him an amused glance, and
said, “Yeah, they’re all a bunch of pains in the butt. If I
remember right, the last time I had to deal with them, it turned
into a trip straight to hell.” While the others chuckled at the
humor, his own expression was anything but amused.

Turning back to the briefing officer, he
asked, “What about the Americans? Have they figured out what’s
going on?”

Touching another control to replace the image
of the globe with a series of graphs, he said, “Yes, sir. We
believe they’ve figured out what’s about to happen. At least in
broad terms. Luckily, they’re still blind as to the primary source
material. Instead, they’ve managed to piece the information
together from the sea-bottom geologic record.”

He picked up a laser pointer and indicated
the pertinent information. “Our analysis indicates that they’ve
worked out a strategic plan and have been working toward preserving
their key government agencies and most prominent officials and
citizens.”

The Leader nodded. “And, what about their
people? The citizens who are paying all the bills?”

The officer shrugged. “Verdamnt, from
what we’ve been able to establish, their government has decided
that, um, going public would cause too much social, political, and
economic disruption. This would bring an uncertainty factor into
the equation that they cannot accept.”

The Leader gave a grim little chuckle. “They
might fall out of power in the shakeup, and lose out on their
chance to get into the bunkers. Go on.”

The young officer nodded. Turning back to the
screen, he waved his pointer and said, “With 9/11 they started
establishing all the groundwork, bureaucratic organization, and
infrastructure needed to . . . control the
population when things start to fall apart. Under the cover of the
War on Terror, and with all the disasters they’ve orchestrated
since, they’re preparing the population psychologically to be most
amenable to being . . . controlled.”

He accessed another page, and said, “Today,
the U.S. has achieved a situation unprecedented in military
history. Under the guise of their peacekeeping, and other military
deployments under the auspices of their terror war, the U.S. is now
in the position of being able to lose their entire homeland, and
still remain as the most powerful military force on the
planet.”

The Leader nodded. Thinking back, he asked,
“You said they’ve missed the primary source material? Is the cover
still holding?”

Another control, and the photograph of an
individual appeared. “Generally, yes. However, monitoring of
published academic documents indicate that this individual, a Dr.
Frenmen, is either on the verge of breaking the seal, if it hasn’t
been broken already.”

The Leader pursed his lips in thought for a
moment before saying, “The public release of this material at this
time would be pointless; it’s too late. However, the good doctor
might have a different take on the matter. I would like to talk to
her personally, to find out what she knows.” He glanced around the
room. “After all, it never hurts to get a second opinion now, does
it?”

As the others in the room chuckled, he
glanced up and looked the briefing officer straight in the eye as
he said, “Herr Hauptmann, if you would be so good as to
arrange for that personally?”

Unconsciously radiating the pride he felt,
the young officer snapped to attention, threw up his arm in
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