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Book Description

The Greatest Power on Earth
is about to be
Stripped of its Defenses

 

Alpha Base. It’s the home of America’s nuclear stockpile, over 5,000 warheads protected by a formidable high-tech security system deep in the salt flats of Nevada. 

If Alpha Base is ever penetrated, no one on earth will be safe….

 

From the heart of remote Africa, a terrorist army has launched a daring plot.

Their objective: seize Alpha and steal its deadly cache of superweapons.

Their allies: American scientist Dr. Anthony Harding and his lover Vikki Osborrn, self-styled revolutionaries who’ll blast a pathway to the base from its own backyard.

Their adversary: Major William McGriffin, USAF; acting commander of the base.

Cut off from his command post, McGriffin must implement a surgically precise counterstrike to retake Alpha-knowing that if he makes one mistake, the entire world will pay.

 

 

ALPHA BASE
IS THEIR BATTLEGROUND

DR. ANTHONY HARDING: The nuclear physicist was once an idealist who wanted to show the world right from wrong—but now his goals are money, power, and his own twisted glory…

 

VIKKI OSBORRN: She used all her feminine charms to help her team get inside Alpha Base. Now, with an innocent man’s blood on her hands, there was no turning back…

 

COLONEL MACKLIN RENAULT: The mercenary knew that people killed for different reasons. His reason was simple, unsentimental, and very profitable…

 

MAJOR WILLIAM McGRIFFIN: As acting commander of Alpha Base, he missed the intoxicating freedom of flying jets. But recovering the hijacked nukes would be more exciting—and dangerous—than anything he’d ever known…

RAVES FOR DOUG BEASON’S
RETURN TO HONOR

 

“A military thriller of awesome proportions … Experience this book!”

—Patrick Lucien Price, editor, Amazing Stories

“Doug Beason’s chilling scenario could well be tomorrow’s shocking realism … A gripping tale of military professionals doing what they do best: fight!”

—M. E. Morris, author of Alpha Bug and The Icemen
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To Captain Jerry Allison, USAF Academy Class of 1976—
friend and fighter pilot extraordinaire: 
his untimely death at REDFLAG was our nation’s loss.
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Language of the Air Force

AAFES—Army Air Force Exchange Service (see BX)

ACC—Air Combat Command

AGL—Above Ground Level 

AMC—Air Mobility Command

APC—Armored Personnel Carrier 

APU—Auxiliary Power Unit 

BASE OPS—Base Operations 

BDU—Battle Dress Uniform (camouflaged fatigues) 

BG—Brigadier General 

BX—Base eXchange

CINCSTRAT—Comander IN Chief, Strategic Command 

CMSGT—Chief Master Sergeant 

COMM—communications 

CP—Command Post 

DTRA—Defense Threat Reduction Agency 

DoD—Department of Defense 

DO—Director of Operations (Operations Officer)

Dooley—a freshman at the USAF Academy (translated as “slave” from Greek) 

DSN—Defense Switch Network

ECM—Electronic Counter Measures 

ETA—Estimated Time of Arrival 

FAC—Forward Air Controller 

Firstie—a senior, or First Classman at the USAF Academy 

Full Bull—Colonel

GUARD—Emergency radio frequency 

Hole in the Ground—Snack bar on Wendover AFB 

IFF—Identification Friend or Foe 

IG—Inspector General 

INF—Intermediate Nuclear Forces 

IR—Infrared

IRST—Infrared Search and Track 

JP-4—high-grade jet fuel 

MPC—Military Personnel Command 

NCOIC—Non-Commissioned Officer In Charge 

NEST—Nuclear Emergency Search Team 

NTS—Nevada Test Site Nonrated—a support officer, a nonflyer 

NOTAM—NOtes To AirMen 

NSA—National Security Agency 

O’Club—Officer’s Club 

OD—Officer of the Day 

OER—Officer Efficiency Report 

OI—Operating Instructions 

OJT—On the Job Training 

ORI—Operational Readiness Inspection 

PALS—Permissive Action Links (Anti-Nuclear Theft Devices) 

PME—Professional Military Education 

POST Stinger—anti-aircraft missile using Passive Optical Sensing Technology 

POW—Prisoner of War

RAIDS—Radar Airborne Intrusion Detection System 

Rated—a pilot or navigator, a flyer 

ROTC—Reserve Officer Training Corps 

RON—Remain Over Night 

SAP—Security air police 

Sky Cop—a SAP 

Sixpack—a six passenger truck 

SOP—Standard Operating Procedure 

STRATCOM—Strategic Command

TDY—Temporary DutY 

Touri—slang for tourist 

VFR—Visual Flight Rules 

USAFA—United States Air Force Academy


On Strength

On the strength of one link in the cable 

Dependeth the might of the chain:

Who knows when thou mayest be tested? 

So live that thou bearest the strain.

Ronald Arthur Hopwood
The Laws of the Navy, Stanza 5


Prologue

Wednesday, 1 June, 1900 local

Alpha Base: an auxiliary base located five miles due west of Wendover Air Force Base, Nevada

Dusk, and 102 degrees in the shade. 

As the sun set behind craggy mountains, the clouds ignited in a candy cotton pink. Inside of an hour the dry desert air would plummet thirty degrees. A chill would set in, washing across the crater, driving cold-blooded reptiles to their lairs.

A set of four razor-wire fences, spaced twenty yards apart, ran behind the Ford Bronco. Airman First Class George Britnell sat in the truck, just inside the fourth fence. Separated by meticulously cleared sand, the fences symbolized all that Britnell hated about the Air Force: strict, confining, and mindless. Every fifty feet on the fences blue-bordered white signs screamed in red lettering:

WARNING! THIS INSTALLATION IS
OFF LIMITS
TO ALL PERSONNEL!
USE OF DEADLY FORCE AUTHORIZED
BY ORDER OF THE INSTALLATION COMMANDER

The warning was repeated in Spanish.

Britnell drew in a lungful of smoke. Another minute and daylight would be gone. The infrared detectors embedded along the fence would then be able to detect even the innocuous glow from his cigarette.

The day shift was almost too easy. If he wanted to screw off, it was a simple matter of driving out here to the opposite side of Alpha Base, away from the gates and people. No one was stupid enough to approach the complex during the day. With the signs and warnings, you would have to be blind to come near. Even the animals had a sixth sense about the inside fence. You didn’t have to read to tell that the faint hum and smell of ozone yammered 120,000 volts of electricity.

Airman First Class Lucius Clayborn, Britnell’s partner, threw a glance at Britnell. “You about done, man?”

Britnell took a final hit. He stepped from the Bronco and ground the cigarette with his heel. “Yeah.” He pulled himself up and slammed the door.

The truck lurched off and found pavement. They headed around the meteor crater that held Alpha Base, following the fences. 

Britnell unrolled his window. The smell of sage washed in, mixing with the sparse juniper and pinon pine covering the backside of the crater.

Below the crater’s lip concrete bunkers dotted the depression. Twenty feet wide and twelve feet high, the bunkers were set into the side of the half-mile-deep cavity. Searchlights squatted on top of each bunker, their glass covered by levered metal shutters. Yellow warning signs adorned the bunkers. The red international symbol for radioactive material was stenciled on each sign.

Row after row, clustered in groups of three and four, the bunkers covered the five-mile-diameter basin. Britnell had once counted over three hundred bunkers before stopping.

Wendover AFB was to the east; Britnell could make out the shimmer of runway lights on the main base.

Clayborn pulled the Bronco off the road. White dust swirled around them. “It’s been a while since we checked in. Do you want to make contact?”

“Yeah, I’ll make the call.” Britnell fumbled for the microphone. “Apple One, this is Busyfly validating our position. Our location is”—Britnell squinted at the marker set by the road—”Foxtrot Two Zero—I repeat, Foxtrot Two Zero.”

A moment passed. “I copy, Busyfly. Disengage your IFF now.”

Britnell reached under the radio and toggled the Identification Friend or Foe system, turning the device off, then back on. Originally developed so that Air Force fighters could distinguish between friendly and enemy planes, this sixth-generation IFF sent out a coded signal that directed the radar to ignore its presence; when the IFF was turned on, the radar and warning systems on Alpha Base would electronically mask the jeep’s presence from detection.

“I copy your position, Busyfly.”

“Roger that.” Britnell clicked off the mike and grinned. They continued around Alpha Base—

The truck lit up in a fireball of light and sirens. Searchlights punched through the dusk, bathing the crater and fences with streams of light. Sirens shrieked in the distance, running up and down the scale.

“What the hell!”

The radio squawked. Clayborn slapped down the gain, nearly ripping the set from its metal mooring.

“Trespass alert, trespass alert. All patrols converge on station Foxtrot Two One. I say again, converge on station Foxtrot Two One.”

Clayborn looked around frantically. “That’s right on top of us!”

“Where?” Britnell turned white. He brought his M-16 up and clutched the rifle with trembling hands. “Oh man, oh man—where is it? Where is it?” His stomach tightened.

“It’s right behind us.”

Clayborn revved the engine and popped the truck into reverse. They spun, kicking up sand, and tore back toward the last marker. The marker loomed up, visible in their headlights. “Okay, you son of a bitch. Where are you? Come on.”

Three trucks screeched to a halt twenty yards away. They directed their headlights out toward the fences.

Britnell stuck his head out the truck. “I see something moving!” He pushed his rifle through the window.

“No, wait.” Clayborn jerked Britnell’s hand away from the trigger. “Look.” He pointed in front of them.

A white bob moved randomly along the fences, attempting to keep out of the searchlights. Two long ears and a brown body darted in and out of view. Britnell dropped his rifle in his lap.

“A jackrabbit.” Britnell sagged in his seat. “I thought they had gotten rid of all the false alarms. Half a billion dollars for a first class, one-of-a-kind security system, and it screws up. Animals aren’t suppose to trigger it.”

“Obviously not. Now aren’t you glad I didn’t let you shoot? Think what would have happen—”

“I know,” interrupted Britnell. “Setting off a weapon on Alpha Base is grounds for having my nuts cut off.”

“Unless you kill the poor bastard trying to get in. But jackrabbits don’t count. You owe me one.”

Clayborn keyed the mike and reported. “Apple One, this is Busyfly. The boogie was a rabbit; I say again, the intruder was a rabbit. Request permission to leave the hot zone and proceed with patrolling farside. We’ve had enough excitement for a while.”

The reply came back almost instantly. “Roger that, Busyfly. And thanks for the fast response. Sarge says you’re due to patrol outside the fence next shift for getting there first. That, and you’ve got yourself a pass for tomorrow night.”

“Busyfly copies, and thanks.”

Clayborn held out a palm. Britnell slapped it and grinned. “Let’s blast off—it’s party time! Tomorrow night, Shotgun Annie’s, here I come!”


Chapter 1

Earlier the same day: Wednesday, I June, 0730 local

Wendover Air Force Base, Nevada

Major William McGriffin stopped before the command post. Set into the door, a one-way mirror reflected the major’s image back to him. His blue eyes inspected his hair. He liked to keep his hair thick on the sides and long in back, but he had just plastered the locks down in anticipation of meeting his new boss, the Wendover base commander. He was pushing the weight limit for his height, but all cargo pilots seemed to be slightly pudgy. It was the twenty-hour flights to exotic places like Diego Garcia, Pusan, and Thule that gave him his padded frame.

But there were not going to be any more exotic places for McGriffin, at least for a while. He had just about accepted being yanked off his flying job and forced to work at Wendover AFB. Wendover was about as far away from a flying assignment as the Air Force could get him. It just didn’t make sense: spend a million dollars to train a guy to fly, then send him to this desert hole in a nonflying job.

Sure, he knew the rationale: only a pilot could effectively run a base command post.

And only monkeys could effectively eat bananas, too.

Wendover AFB required a pilot in the command post as much as the Sahara needed sand. There just wasn’t any need for it. If Wendover had a flying unit, it might make sense. The closest thing to flying Wendover had was the helicopter squadron—and they flew only to support Alpha Base security.

Helicopters. The word tasted bitter in McGriffin’s mouth. Helicopter pilots went through a glorified six-month training course at Fort Rucker—an Army base—and called themselves pilots. They even wore the same wings as real pilots. McGriffin shook his head. Flying helicopters was as different from piloting a jet as driving a car.

The only consolation about this assignment was that he was away from Linda. When she had left him, it was hard enough having her move in with that aerospace contractor—a nonflyer to boot! And for him to run across her in Tacoma—every time he went into town he dreaded the possibility that he’d see her. He had even changed churches, fearful that he might catch a glimpse of her … her red hair, her laughing … there were too many memories.

At least here he’d have a chance to get over her. And from the looks of the sparse female population, he wasn’t in any danger of latching on to someone while he was on the rebound.

Setting his jaw, he rang the buzzer on the door to the command post.

A disembodied voice came over a speaker. “Good morning, sir. Could you hold your CAC card up to the mirror?”

McGriffin pulled out his wallet. He held the white CAC card—a high-tech ID with a radio-frequency chip that held his personal information—up to the one-way mirror.

“Thank you, sir. Please step away from the door.”

McGriffin took an awkward step back as a security policeman held the door open for him. “This way, Major.” They walked down a narrow hallway to another barred door.

“Sir, Chief Zolley will escort you into the command post area.”

Two airmen, resplendent in their Class A’s, white gloves, and ascots, stood on either side of the causeway. McGriffin nodded as he passed. The guards stood mute. 

A single enlisted man greeted him. The man appeared to be a few years older than he—close to forty—but even so, to have someone so young attain the highest enlisted rank impressed McGriffin. The man firmly shook hands with him.

“Major McGriffin, welcome to Wendover. I’m Chief Master Sergeant Zolley, NCO in charge of the command post. Colonel DeVries is waiting in the back. He’ll call for you momentarily. Can I get you a cup of coffee?”

McGriffin shook his head. “No thank you, Chief. Caffeine makes me jumpy.”

The senior enlisted man smiled. “How about a tour of the CP, then? It may be a few minutes until the colonel is ready.”

“Great. Sounds good—especially if I’m going to be working here. Lead the way.”

“This way, sir. But I’ll need to have you stop off at the verification center.”

Chief Zolley led McGriffin to the back of the command post. A black rectangular object resembling a microfiche reader sat on a desk. Zolley explained, “We need to get a picture of your retina for positive identification. It’s an old system we’re still using until we get the new genetic scanners in. No one can duplicate the pattern your blood vessels make in your eye. It’s kind of like a fingerprint, except much more accurate.”

Zolley held out a chair for him. “This will only take a second, sir. If you’ll look into the goggles …”

Moving his head to the plate, McGriffin squinted into the blackness. As his eyes adjusted, he made out a narrow lens and what appeared to be a flashbulb—

“What!” The bulb went off, startling him. McGriffin pulled back from the device, rubbing his eyes.

“Sorry, sir. If I’d told you what to expect, you might have blinked.” Chief Zolley punched buttons on the device and helped McGriffin out of his seat.

McGriffin squinted. Red, yellow, and green splotches filled the room.

As Zolley led McGriffin to the front of the command post, an airman removed a digitized image of his eye from the verification unit. Zolley noted McGriffin’s wings. “I hear that you used to fly out of McChord, sir.”

McGriffin rubbed his eye and blinked. Things began to swim back into view. “Best tour of my life. I flew 17’s darn near everywhere they could go.”

“I was a crew chief there for three years. Tacoma was quite a place.” He led Major McGriffin into the command post area. 

They squeezed in between an array of computer terminals and stopped before a huge screen depicting an aerial map of Wendover AFB. To the right a computerized board listed the various squadrons and tenant units on the Air Force base: 2021st Maintenance Group, 37th Airbase Wing, 1977th Aerospace Rescue and Recovery Squadron, and the Sixth Security Police Group.

Unit emblems decorated the wall behind him, barely visible in the low light. A row of five clocks lined the wall. To his right a status board listed twenty-five critical areas on the base. McGriffin noted that twenty of the areas were located inside of the Alpha Base complex.

From the aerial map, McGriffin picked out the town of Wendover, Nevada, lying northwest of the base. Dugway Proving Grounds was to the east, and, barely visible on the map, the Hill Air Force gunnery range. The crater containing Alpha Base showed up as a small spot on Wendover Air Force Base.

Chief Zolley stopped before a desk in front of the main board. Enlisted personnel worked quietly in the background, answering phones and updating information into their computer terminals. A green light burned softly over the status board. Chief Zolley noticed McGriffin lingering over the aerial map. “This part of the country is mostly a dried-out lake bed.”

“I noticed. It looks like a beach on the Gulf of Mexico with all that white sand.”

Chief Zolley grinned. “After a year here you’d wish you were there. If it wasn’t for Salt Lake City being two hours away by interstate, we wouldn’t have any visitors at all. Most of them drive from Salt Lake City to gamble in Nevada, so we get a bit of the spillover, that, and the Enola Gay Museum here on base … you know, the plane in World War Two that dropped the first atomic bomb? They actually trained here, so we get a fair amount of tourists.”

A voice called out over the command post. “Major McGriffin, the base commander requests your presence.”

McGriffin straightened and flashed Chief Zolley a quick smile. “I’m looking forward to working with you, Chief.”

“So am I, sir.”

McGriffin turned for the exit. An airman stood by the door. “This way, Major.” The airman held out a white-gloved hand, directing McGriffin out of the command post area.

Ducking into a hallway, McGriffin strode past several doorways: COMMUNICATIONS, NEST & BROKEN ARROW LIAISON, and BASE COMMANDER were posted on the walls. The enlisted guide stopped before the last door. He rapped sharply. When a voice answered, the guide nodded McGriffin in. “Major McGriffin, sir.”

Colonel DeVries rocked back in his chair and surveyed McGriffin before answering. McGriffin noticed that the base commander was nonrated, a nonpilot. DeVries allowed a few unspoken moments to pass before he stood, leaving the chair bouncing in his wake. “Morning, Major. Welcome to Wendover.” He extended a hand. “Charley DeVries.”

“Thanks, sir. Bill McGriffin.”

“Have a seat.”

McGriffin pulled up a chair as DeVries walked behind his desk. “So you’re from McChord. A C-17 driver?”

“Yes, sir.”

“We get quite a few 17’s in here, carrying in nukes to store in Alpha Base. Ever been to Wendover, Bill?”

McGriffin turned in his chair. “No, sir. For the most part I just ferried trash across the pond.”

DeVries smiled at McGriffin’s nickname for the Pacific Ocean. “This will be a change of pace for you, then. We’re a little different here from most bases you’ve been to. Wendover was used after World War Two as a test base—they used the salt flats and seclusion to practice taking off on short runways. In fact, we’ve got a war memorial here that’s open to the public. As a result, there’s a lot of tourists around, kind of unusual for our mission nowadays. The base was deactivated after the war, then reopened ten years ago when Alpha Base was built.” He swiveled his chair around and pointed to a map of Wendover AFB hanging on the wall.

“Alpha Base was built to house America’s stockpile of nuclear weapons. It’s roughly seventy-five square miles of storage space, five miles due west of Wendover’s main complex. Alpha Base is actually a base within a base, complete with its own security and barracks, taking up only a small fraction of Wendover’s twenty thousand total square miles.

“The crater provides a way to keep watch on all the storage bunkers at once. All they had to do was to fence off the crater—the storage bunkers are burrowed into the crater’s side. After the INF and strategic limitation agreements, Alpha Base was agreeable to the Russians as the place to house our weapons.”

McGriffin frowned. “Agreeable to the Russians?”

“Their satellites fly overhead nearly once an hour, and with our good weather, they don’t have to worry about clouds covering the storage sites—you know, so they can monitor activity here. It blows the dispersion policy for operational readiness all to pieces, but we have the same arrangement with the Russians at their storage site.” McGriffin nodded as Colonel DeVries continued. “Over five thousand warheads are contained within Alpha Base’s perimeter.”

McGriffin whistled. “You must have some security detail guarding it.”

“We do. It’s a crackerjack outfit. In reality, there’s so many checks to the high-tech security system, it’s mostly a baby-sitting job.”

DeVries turned back to his desk and scanned a sheet of paper. “You’ll be rotating the command post duty with two other officers. Since you’re the new kid on the block, I’ve assigned you to the night shift—1800 to 0200.” He shoved the paper across the desk to McGriffin. “I hate to throw you right into the job, but we’re low on help around here. Any problem starting your duty tonight?”

McGriffin’s eyes widened. “No, sir. I guess not.”

“Good.” DeVries stood and extended his hand. “Glad to have you.”

“Thanks, Colonel.”

As McGriffin turned to leave, DeVries called after him. “Bill?”

“Sir?”

DeVries nodded his head toward McGriffin. “Nice hairs—but they won’t hack it at my base. You aren’t flying trash haulers anymore.”

“I was just going to get a haircut this afternoon, sir.”

“That’s what I like to hear.” DeVries turned to a pile of paper on his desk.

Red-faced, McGriffin turned on his heel, executing the first perfect about-face he’d done since he was a dooley.


Chapter 2

Wednesday, 1 June, 0830 local

Wendover AFB, Nevada

White noise washed over the area. Vikki Osborrn scrutinized the craft as it taxied off the end of the runway to the east of them. Although the plane was half a mile away, the sound from the jet’s engines made it impossible to speak. A truck with an oversized sign exclaiming FOLLOW ME led the shrieking jet across an access road and past ten armored vehicles. Dozens of men clutching M-16’s stood vigil along the plane’s route.

Engines running, the camouflaged aircraft slowly pivoted on the concrete apron. Sand, kicked up from the exhaust, swirled overhead in crazy patterns. 

A uniformed airman decked out in tan battle-dress uniform and wearing earphones held two bright orange flashlights. He kept his left arm parallel to the ground and urged the plane to keep turning with his right. Through the jet’s multifaceted window, the pilot kept his eyes glued on the airman until the airman crossed both arms over his head. The engines cut back and started winding down.

When the plane’s engines grew quiet, Dr. Anthony Harding spoke.

“Have you found it?”

Vikki flipped through Jane’s All the World’s Aircraft, a large book filled with pictures of aircraft from every nation. “Not yet. I’ve found something like it—a C-5—but it looks too wide.”

Harding glanced over at the book she held, then squinted back at the jet. “Keep looking. It’s got to be in there.”

Vikki pushed her hair back. Bleached from the sun, long blond hair adorned her tan face. She’d cause a man’s head to turn, but only once. The appearance of glamor was striking, but up close the seriousness in her eyes overwhelmed the rest of her face. Upon inspection, the initial mid-twenties guess for her age melted to a figure closer to thirty-five.

Premature wrinkles tattooed the area around her eyes, and her skin had started to show the effect of too much sun. In a few years her skin would take on the leathery look that cursed those who worked in the field. Her tank top fit nicely, revealing small, rounded breasts. She crossed her legs and nervously bounced her sandals against the van’s interior.

Harding turned back to the plane. Along with the rest of the tourists gawking at the convoy, Harding and Vikki were inconspicuous in the long line of cars that were stopped by the runway. 

Harding studied the plane. “There are ten armored vehicles, two flatbeds, and about seventy-five men, all with automatic weapons. Not counting the fuel trucks, I’d guess the armored vehicles each have bazookas and various other nasty weapons on them.” He lifted his glasses and rubbed his eyes.

Vikki stopped flipping through the pages. She squinted at one of the photographs, comparing it to the plane off to their right. “I’ve found it.”

Harding moved the binoculars back to his eyes. “Well?”

“C-17 Globemaster III, cargo
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