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Chapter 1
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Captain Tamara Knight was twenty-five, young for a captain in the army. At the age of twenty-four, she had received a direct commission into the U.S. Army as a captain in army cyber. Although the U.S. Army Cyber Command was at Fort Eisenhower, formerly Fort Gordon, near Augusta, Georgia, Tamara was assigned to work at the Pentagon. She was glad to be stationed there because she was closer to her brother and her aunt and uncle. 

Just like her late father, Master Sergeant Thomas Morrow Knight, she received a lot of ribbing over her name, especially since her first name was pronounced like the word, tomorrow, with an a being the first vowel rather than an o. Captain Tomorrow. Captain Tomorrow Night. Captain Night. Can you not decide whether you’re a captain or a knight?

So, what was Captain Knight doing today? Attending the funeral of her brother, Thomas Morrow Knight, Jr., or T.M. as he had preferred to be called, skipping the whole name game. She was lost in thought as the reverend recited familiar lines. Once in a while she would catch a line and then return to her thoughts. ... I am the Resurrection and the Life, saith the Lord. ... The graveside ceremony was like what one would see in a movie, gloomy and wet, with a sea of the same black umbrellas. The weather had matched the stages of grief, angry thunder and lightning on the way to the grave site. Then a torrential downpour that had matched her heaving sobs a few days earlier. ... For none of us liveth to himself, and no man dieth to himself. For if we live, we live unto the Lord, and if we die, we die unto the Lord. 

Funerals constituted three of the four worst days of her life. The first was the funeral of her father, who had been killed in Afghanistan when she was eleven years old. The second was the funeral of her mother, who had committed suicide, three months later. The third was today, the funeral of her brother, T.M. This actually felt worse to her than the day he was killed. The finality always sunk in at funerals. ...I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills from whence cometh my help. ... What was the fourth? The first time she had sex when she was a senior in high school. The boy had seemed nice at first, and he came from a good family. Things started going south during intercourse. It started when he asked, “Hey, what do you call me? Knight Rider.” Really, jokes during first sex? She didn’t even know what Knight Rider was. It wasn’t until days later that she found out that Knight Rider was some stupid tv show in the 1980s, starring some good-looking white guy who went on to star in another dumb show called Baywatch where he was shirtless most of the time. ... Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death I will fear no evil. ... Then the guy made another joke after sex, which had only lasted about three minutes. “I want to have sex again tomorrow night,” a play on words for I want to have sex again, Tamara Knight. The next day, he told her he couldn’t take her to the prom because his parents didn’t want him dating a mixed-race girl. Apparently, he could have sex with a mixed-race girl, just not date her. She was disgusted that she had forfeited her virginity for him. She would have used her years of martial arts training to break his nose had it not been for three things. First, she didn’t want to be expelled a couple of months before graduation. Second was a thought of her aunt quoting a bible verse to her, and third was her martial arts training in self-control. So, instead of breaking his nose, she kicked him hard in the balls when no one else was around. That would leave less physical evidence than a broken, bloodied nose. 

Yes, she was of mixed race. Her paternal grandparents were white and Asian. Her maternal grandparents were black and Hispanic. She didn’t know what to call her skin color, and she had heard umpteen different names:  olive, tan, beige, bronze, cinnamon, caramel, honey, golden, amber, almond, pecan, praline, copper. She got teased a lot in elementary and middle school. Kids would call her Crayola for the box of crayons. Sometimes that got shortened to ola as a nasty nickname referring to her Hispanic heritage, probably because it sounded like the Spanish word Hola. Of course, these disparaging names came from kids with coke-bottle glasses, kids who were ginger, kids who were short, kids who were toothpicks, etc. Her mother and her aunt always told her to take the high road when others took the low road; so, she mostly stayed quiet at the teasing. She was never Hispanic enough, never black enough, never Korean enough, or never white enough. Either that, or she was too Hispanic, too black, too white, or too Asian for whatever race or ethnic group she was with. The teasing eventually stopped as she got older. Either people had grown more mature, or she turned pretty. Pretty would forgive a lot of things. Add the pretty face to a five eight slender and muscular one hundred thirty-five-pound frame and you get lots of attention from men. She didn’t have an hourglass shape, but that didn’t stop men from admiring her looks. Nevertheless, at her age now, she was fine with who she was, fine with her heritage. And if someone didn’t like it ... well, they could kiss her, whatever color they wanted to call it, ass!

The weather had lightened up. Light gray clouds sprinkled rain to consecrate the body of her brother. It was the kind of rain where half the people kept their umbrellas up and half just decided it wasn’t worth the trouble of holding an umbrella. That matched where she was in her stage of grief as well. Sort of numb. Still grieving but ready to put away her umbrella and do something about her brother’s murder. 

That’s right. Her brother was murdered. ... In the midst of life we are in death. ... She blamed the army. He wasn’t in the army, but she blamed them. In fact, the army was to blame for her father’s death and her mother’s suicide. So, why the hell was she in the army now? Good question. She didn’t have the answer to that question. Maybe a therapist did, not that she would see one. ... We commend to Almighty God our brother, Thomas Morrow Knight, Jr. And we commit his body to the ground. Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.
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Chapter 2 (One Week Earlier)
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T.M. Knight, Jr. was smart; some would say a genius. He had degrees in Materials Science and Engineering as well as Systems Engineering, his highest degree being a Ph.D. in Materials Science and Engineering. After graduating with his Ph.D., T.M. went to work for Vanguard Systems Solutions in northern Virginia. He was in his eighth year at VSS, which was a state-of-the-art research to applications materials industry. T.M. quickly became a rising star at VSS, and he enjoyed working for the company. They were one of the premier industries for blending research and product development. The Department of Defense had awarded the company several contracts over the years, and T.M. had worked on a few of them. The most recent one was by far the most ambitious, and most secretive, and T.M. was the project manager. The project even had a code name, Project Sentinel. T.M., along with ten other engineers and scientists, had been working exclusively on this project for the past two years. In addition, the U.S. Army had assigned a lieutenant colonel specializing in cyber security to serve as a full-time liaison. And if that wasn’t enough, a CIA agent had also been assigned full-time to Project Sentinel. So, what was Project Sentinel? Project Sentinel was code name for a Department of Defense contract for the U.S. Army to develop a type of super uniform for certain groups of solders. The uniform would be a game changer. Thus, the reason for the secrecy and heightened security.

Vanguard Systems Solutions maintained an onsite research and applications lab specifically for confidential and secret projects. The lab was approximately ten thousand square feet and consisted of two areas. The first area was where everyone predominantly worked. There were no offices, but everyone had a computer and space to sit. For the most part, the space was open and lit by florescent lighting. There were two bathrooms, and one area was partitioned off to be used as a room for the scientists and engineers to ruminate. The area also housed servers that were not connected to an outside network. Various lab equipment and supplies were housed in the area as well, but oftentimes the materials had to be tested or produced in the main VSS facility, and occasionally, certain processes had to occur offsite and be outsourced to different companies or organizations. The second area had computers connected to the worldwide web. 

Every day, the group working on Project Sentinel had to pass through an elaborate security system to enter and leave. They were physically searched upon entry and exit in addition to the technological security measures. Phones or storage devices were not allowed. Nothing was allowed to leave the area upon exit. Once inside, numerous cameras were used for monitoring. If someone wanted to use the internet they had to pass through security, where they were again subject to security measures, before being allowed into a room connected with the outside world. Various components of the project were stored on separate drives, and most people worked on a specific area whether it be nanotechnology, artificial intelligence, textile technology, nuclear engineering, electrical engineering, etc. Only T.M. had full access to all pieces of the project and the final product. Three separate onsite drives stored complete schematics of the final product to date. The drives were stored inside a vault when they were not in use. Whenever the drives were updated, double authentication was required from either T.M. and the CIA agent or T.M. and the lieutenant colonel. Of course, measures were in place in case something happened to T.M. An army general, the Secretary of Defense, the Chief of Staff of the Army, the President, and a handful of others could act as authenticators. 

This particular morning was no different than the others. “Good morning, Dr. Knight,” greeted Paul, the friendly security officer. Silas, the not so friendly security officer, said nothing. 

“Good morning, gentlemen,” called T.M. 

T.M. walked to security, turned in his phone, was patted down, wanded, and sent through a scanner. Next came the biometric verification technologies. T.M. walked to the door to the lab, put his finger on a device that verified his fingerprint, and looked into an iris scanner. Finally, he scanned his badge and put in a passcode, which opened the first door. T.M. entered the hallway between the first door and the second door. Opening the second door, required him to enter a password and state his name for voice recognition. This allowed T.M. to enter the lab. 

T.M. went immediately to speak with the lieutenant colonel. “Colonel Wazlow, I just wanted to remind you that my sister Captain Knight is coming today to consult with me on some of the cybersecurity for the uniform.”

“Yes. I remember. I have her listed on today’s docket, and security has been notified.”

“What’s this about a consultant coming in?” The CIA agent assigned to the project, Omar Malik, had just entered the lab and caught the tail end of the conversation. Both sets of Malik’s grandparents had immigrated from somewhere in the Middle East. Malik kept to himself most of the time, and T.M. didn’t know much about him. He had asked his own friend in the CIA about Malik, but the only information he got back was strange bird, that one. 

“Dr. Knight’s sister is an expert in cyber for the army; she’s coming in today to consult on a particular component.” Perhaps Lieutenant Colonel Wazlow expected some pushback for he spoke in a commanding tone.

Malik’s teeth clenched, and he breathed in short bursts through his nose. “And why wasn’t I informed of this? Anybody who does not have daily operational clearance, from toilet cleaner to the President of the United States, needs to be approved in advance by me. That’s a key reason for CIA presence here. Besides, we have cyber experts here, including yourself Colonel.”

Wazlow squared his shoulders and moved closer into Malik’s space. “It’s good to have a second opinion. Besides, no one is an expert in all fields of cybersecurity. She is a captain in the army who works at the Pentagon. I’m the army liaison, and I approved her visit. Project Sentinel is for the army, and we have a vested interest that the project meets our expectations.”

“The army didn’t even have set expectations. The uniform has already become more advanced than the army initially imagined; so, don’t talk to me about vested interests and expectations. My butt will be on the line if something leaks out. Some in the CIA already think I’m a spy because of my middle east heritage, which means I have to be even more cautious.”

“Your problems are neither a concern of mine nor a reason for me to change how I operate,” growled Wazlow.

T.M. turned and walked away, unnoticed by the two, leaving them to bicker between themselves. The who’s in charge exchange between the two was a common occurrence. The arguing faded to white noise as T.M. awaited his sister’s visit. He had not been entirely upfront about the reason for her visit, and nervousness ate away at his stomach, sending jitters through his chest. 

T.M. expected Tamara’s visit at 9:45 a.m., and he tried to keep his angst at bay for the next hour-and-a-half or so by reviewing the next steps. The suit was ready to be tested, and from early indications, it should pass all tests. At the moment, only one prototype of the second-generation uniform existed. Several more would need to be produced for testing. From there it could be mass produced to whatever number the army needed or budget would allow. Realistically, production could begin in about six months. The big question was what would be next. Would VSS wait for feedback on the uniform, or would they immediately continue to develop a third-generation uniform. There were already ideas for such a uniform, but if it were to be significantly advanced from the second-generation uniform, much more work would be needed, at least another two years. 

T.M. looked at his watch. Still another hour before his sister would arrive. He began thinking about his sister. He wished they had had a closer relationship with each other. Of course, being ten years older than her was one reason they weren’t as close as some brothers and sisters. Not asking her to come live with him after the deaths of their parents was another. T.M. was close to finishing his B.S. in Materials Science and Engineering from the Georgia Institute of Technology when his father was killed in Afghanistan. He had finished the degree and was looking for a job when his mother committed suicide. Both of their deaths so close together shook him to his foundation. So, rather than take a job, he decided to do what he was comfortable with ... stay in school. That was his way of dealing with loss, diving deeper into academic study. He didn’t feel he was in any shape to take care of his much younger sister. His maternal aunt knew he was in no condition to keep Tamara either. So, Tamara went to live with their aunt and uncle, Mira and Leon Farley, near Washington, D. C. Their uncle was an African American police officer who served in the Metropolitan Police Department in Washington, D. C. While Tamara was with their aunt and uncle, T.M. went to school at Clemson University in South Carolina and graduated with a Master of Engineering in Systems Engineering. Not stopping there, he went next to North Carolina State University to begin the Ph.D. program in Materials Science and Engineering. Just as T.M. was about to start his Ph.D. program, their uncle suffered a back injury that put him on temporary disability from the police force. T.M. felt his duty was to step up and have Tamara come to live with him, which she did for four years. Still, between T.M.’s schedule and Tamara’s schedule, they just co-existed under one roof for the most part. T.M. didn’t know why they didn’t develop more of a relationship during those four years; they just didn’t. He still loved her immensely. Perhaps after this project, they could do more to grow their relationship. 

At precisely 9:45 a.m., Captain Tamara Knight entered the lab after passing through a gauntlet of security measures. “Quite the security setup you have here,” marveled Tamara. “I’m glad I get to see where you spend all of your time. The lab is pretty sterile looking though.”

“Thanks for coming, sis. I hope I can call you that rather than Captain Knight.”

“Captain Knight,” called Lieutenant Colonel Wazlow as he approached.

Tamara stood at attention and saluted. Wazlow returned the salute. 

“At ease, Captain. Well, I suppose you and your brother want to get right to work. If you’ll go wait by his desk,” Wazlow pointed in the general direction, “we’ll go get the uniform.”

T.M. watched his sister head for his desk while he walked with Wazlow to the vault. The vault required double authentication in the form of fingerprints and iris recognition, badge swipe and passcodes from each. T.M. retrieved the uniform, and Wazlow closed the vault after he exited. Tamara was standing next to his desk with her arms in front of her body, fingers clasped, and rolling her thumbs around each other as if this were a nervous habit. 

No sooner had T.M. laid the uniform on the desk than Agent Malik walked by.

“Hmph,” huffed Malik as he looked at the two. “I’m going to the cantina to get some coffee.”

Until two months ago, T.M. had never seen Malik drink coffee or leave the area once he arrived. Now, Malik left every day to get coffee at the cantina like clockwork. Malik wore a frown and was obviously still upset and angry with Lieutenant Colonel Wazlow at being left out of the loop. Taking his frustration out on T.M. was easier than taking it out on a lieutenant colonel. But Malik leaving was a good thing. Speaking freely with Tamara would be much easier with Malik out of the way, and the lieutenant colonel would leave them alone as well. 

T.M. motioned for Tamara to have a seat at the desk, and he sat in a chair beside of her rather than across from her. 

“So, what do you need my help with?” chirped Tamara.

“I sort of got you here under false pretenses.”

Tamara tilted her head to the side and cocked one eyebrow. “Well, it’s not my birthday, and there are no wedding or baby showers in the future; so, why did you need to lure me here?”

“I know you will think me paranoid, but I just haven’t had a good feeling lately.”

Tamara leaned in closer, as if sharing a secret. “Working in this room for two years, I can see why. It would be enough to drive anyone mad. What’s up with this feeling though? You’re an engineer and a scientist. You always use quantitative measures. It’s not like you to make judgments based on feelings.”

“I know. That’s what bothers me. I can’t put my finger on any specific or decisive evidence to provide justification for feeling as I do. “

Tamara wrinkled her forehead. “How would you describe this feeling?”  

“Foreboding.”

“Is this foreboding feeling related to the project you’re working on?”

“It is.”

Tamara looked at the uniform on the desk. “What is this? It looks like it could be a pair of pajamas. Is this what you’ve been working on for two years?”

“It is, and in this case, looks deceive. What you see here is a smart suit that is small enough to fit in a purse.” T.M. looked dead into Tamara’s brown eyes and raised his eyebrows slightly. Tamara just stared at him. She probably thought he was crazy. He moved his head forward not even a centimeter.”

Tamara’s eyes grew suddenly wide. “Why did you say purse and then look at me like that?”

“I want you to put the suit into your purse, go to the bathroom, and put it on under your uniform. The suit has a full-face cover. Tuck the face cover under your uniform.

“What!?” The volume in Tamara’s voice rose, and two engineers looked up from their work.

“Shh,” whispered T.M.

Tamara lowered her voice to just above a whisper, but no one nearby would have been able to hear. “Are you crazy? Do you hear yourself telling me what you want me to do? You’re jeopardizing both of our careers over a hunch. You could be fired. I could be dishonorably discharged. We could be put in prison. Besides, there are cameras all over the place that would show me putting this suit in my purse.”

“I’ve already checked. The cameras to the front and side won’t pick up the area immediately under the desk. Our bodies are blocking the cameras at the back. All I have to do is pull the suit off the table so that it looks like we are studying it. I have a counterfeit suit in my lap that I’ll put back on the table. Since your purse is in your lap, you can put the real suit directly into your purse.”

“You’re playing a shell game with cameras. We’re not that smooth to pull it off if someone were to look back and really analyze the security footage. A counterfeit suit? Really? How long will that work before someone finds out it isn’t the real suit? Then all they have to do is go back far enough until they find out what really happened?”

“Hopefully, by that point I’ll have more uniforms produced, and whatever premonition I’m feeling will have passed.”

“Surely someone’s keeping count of the suits and would know there is one short of the expected number!”

“Not if they count the counterfeit suit.”

“But you can’t actually use the counterfeit suit; someone will discover it’s a fake.” 

“By then I can requisition for the counterfeit suit to be destroyed based on a last-minute update.” 

“Just for the sake of argument, let’s say I get the suit on under my uniform undetected. I have to go through security to get out. The advanced security you have would surely detect the suit.”

“No. It won’t. This suit is so advanced, security won’t be able to detect it. That’s why I’m so worried. It’s too easy for someone to sneak out. Look. You know how prudent I’ve always been in my life. I wouldn’t ask you to do this if I didn’t feel it was necessary.”

“Why can’t you take the suit out. You could do it as easy as I can.”

“I think I’m being followed. In fact, I’m sure of it. There’s no place I could take it without it being discovered.”

“T.M., I’m worried about you. You’re acting strange ... paranoid. I think you need to see someone about your mental health. The job you do. This work area ... few family and friends ... it all has to take a toll. I’m actually surprised it hasn’t affected you sooner.”

“I’m not crazy. I’m not having some mental psychosis. Tamara, I beg you. Please do this.”

T.M. could see the conflict in Tamara’s eyes. She wouldn’t look directly at him. Instead, she shifted her eyes from side to side as if looking to the angel on one shoulder and then to the devil on the other. T.M. could almost read her eyes. He knew she was probably thinking of some legitimate reason she could provide if caught with the uniform. 

“Alright,” Tamara conceded finally. “Let’s do this, but be as smooth as possible so that it won’t look obvious on the security footage.”

T.M. chose not to tell her that he had actually been practicing the switch at home using the same measurements of desk dimensions and camera angles. He quieted his mind and pretended he was at home. Without moving his head, he darted his eyes from side to side to verify that no one was watching them. Then, he moved the uniform on the desk back towards them until it came off the desk. T.M. and Tamara held it slightly below the top of the desk and examined it. T.M. took the counterfeit from his lap, raising it to the same level as Tamara’s arms. Tamara dropped the suit into her purse with one arm while holding the counterfeit with the other. Then she put both hands under the counterfeit, and T.M. and she raised the counterfeit uniform onto the desk and slid it back to where the original had been located. T.M. noticed that Tamara was breathing erratically. “Keep calm. Use that martial arts and Ranger training you’ve had.” The words seemed to reassure her, and Tamara’s breathing almost immediately returned to normal. “Once you get back, I’ll explain the capabilities of the suit.” 

Tamara checked her purse to make sure the uniform was completely inside before standing. “I need to use the restroom.” 

She walked off, and T.M. breathed a sigh of relief that he hoped could not be picked up by the security cameras. Tamara seemed to be in the bathroom for an eternity. T.M. checked his watch; she had only been in the bathroom for seven minutes. Tamara would have to almost completely undress, put on the suit, and then redress. After that, she would need to check herself to make sure the suit wasn’t sticking out from under her army uniform. The bathroom door opened, and Tamara walked out. 

At first, T.M. wondered why his ears were ringing. Was the anxiety of this subterfuge affecting him physically? Had he suddenly gotten a head cold that stopped up his ears? Slowly, the realization came to T.M. that he was lying on the floor. Why was he lying on the floor? What happened? His first thought was that he had had a stroke. Perhaps all of the stress had gotten to him. He heard popping noises underlying the ringing in his ears. Struggling, he made his way to his feet. He felt several severe stings in his body. One in his chest, one in his side, one in his shoulder, and one in his upper leg near his pelvis. A few wood shards peppered and splintered his face. The next thing he knew, he was lying on the floor again. In agony, he rolled over and peered around his desk. Fear invaded his body and mind. Men with assault rifles and machine guns were firing at anything that moved. They wore helmets, green camouflage masks that covered their faces, long-sleeved shirts, long pants, safety goggles, and gloves. No skin whatsoever showed. 

Oh, God, he thought. What happened to Tamara? Had she been killed? Although he was in pain, he looked to see if he could find her. One of the shooters had his back turned away from Tamara, and Tamara charged from behind a knocked-over desk. The shooter must have heard her footsteps because he quickly turned around. Before he could act, Tamara punched him hard in the throat, crushing his windpipe. She used his body as a shield, as she returned to the desk. Gunfire peppered the gunman’s body. Tamara grabbed his gun, ammo, and a grenade. Tossing his body aside, she jumped behind the desk. Several shooters opened fire, and she returned fire. Then the invaders stopped shooting and began to confiscate computer hard drives from the desks and put them into a thick bag. 

T.M. looked at his blood that was spreading over the floor beside him. “I love you, Tamara. Always remember that. I know I haven’t been the best brother.” His speech was tense due to the pain but, so far, unbroken.

“Stop that. I love you too, and we’ll get you out of here.”

“I’m not going to make it. Guess my suspicions were correct. Listen closely. Haven’t much time. Reach into the desk drawer and pull out the small drawstring pouch.” 

Tamara did so, making some noise as she did. One of the shooters turned around and shot a spray of bullets before turning back to his business.

T.M. was becoming light-headed. His breathing became labored, and there was now more urgency in his broken voice. “Keep ... bag ... name of friend ... inside. “

“Hang in there.”

T.M. heard the sound of more gunfire. “What’s ... that?”

“It looks like Malik is back. He shot a few rounds, and the shooters returned his fire. I imagine if he wasn’t killed that he had to fall back.”

“In ... drawer.”

“What’s in the drawer?”

“Remote ... control.” T.M. clinched his teeth and forced himself to finish his last words. “Press the button ... It will cause ... hard drives ... in server to explode. That’s your chance ... to get out. I love you.”

***
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“I love you too.” Tamara looked down. T.M.’s eyes were open, but they were a window into death. She gently closed his eyes as tears streamed down her own. She looked in the desk drawer and found the remote-control device. The gunmen were now headed her way. She would have to act quickly if she were to survive. She was still sitting on the floor. Bending over, she kissed T.M.’s forehead one last time. She removed the pin from the grenade and lobbed it over a few approaching shooters. They quickly scattered while the other shooters saw what was happening and took shelter quickly. Before they could open fire, Tamara pressed the button on the remote control, causing a massive explosion. She ran, hunched over, toward the blown-open entrance while firing the assault rifle across the room at no one in particular. Along the way, she saw the dead bodies of several engineers and scientists. 

She heard shots as she ran out of the entrance. As soon as she was a safe distance away, she saw CIA Agent Malik huddled with about five security officers. They briefly looked, and probably would have shot at her if they had been better prepared. She continued running toward the exit of the building. Suddenly, she heard rapid gunfire and more explosions that caused the floor to vibrate. Strangely, she didn’t feel the vibrations. She expected the vibrations to punch their way from her feet upward through her body. The building was eerily empty of the myriad of people who were determinedly doing their jobs when she had arrived earlier. Finally, she saw the main entrance/exit doors to the building, and she sprinted even faster until she reached the outside.

Once outside, Tamara gulped smoke-tinged air causing her to cough. She looked around to see a state of pure mayhem. Some people stood bravely near the doors. Others were a safe distance away seeking shelter. Many were in their cars, leaving as quickly as they could. Drivers were in such a hurry to leave that several car accidents littered the parking lot, and traffic was beginning to bottleneck. Sirens sounded in the distance, but help would be here shortly. Her first thought was to stay and do what she could, but remembering the suit she was wearing under her uniform, she realized she needed to get away as quickly as possible; so, she ran straightway to her car. 

Driving was like a scene from a movie. Tamara sped around wrecks and swerved to avoid being in a wreck herself. The bottleneck she saw earlier had for the most part cleared. She had to wait on a few cars to get through the gate. Once she got through the gate she sped around several cars. After a minute or two, police cars and SWAT teams were speeding in the opposite direction. She sped past several policemen who were beginning to set up a roadblock. If she had been a few seconds slower, she would not have gotten through. She needed to think through some things before she returned to her apartment in Alexandria.

Once an investigation of today’s event began, Tamara would certainly be questioned. Would her apartment also be searched? She could be stopped before she even made it back to her apartment. This could definitely affect her job. She would have to really think about what she would say when questioned, but first, she needed to hide the suit. She ran through various options in her mind. She definitely could not hide it in her apartment. She had a few friends she could ask, but that probably wasn’t safe either. A safety deposit box was an option, but there would probably be a record of it, especially if she used a credit card. Paying in cash was probably not permissible. The local bank would take the fees from her account, but there still might be a record that the FBI could find if they did an extensive investigation. The same would be true for a storage unit, and it would be less safe than a bank. Would the FBI or Homeland Security or whoever investigated this incident go to that extreme? It couldn’t be ruled out as a possibility. Tamara laughed out loud at the final thought that came into her head, burying it. That was a crazy idea, or was it? All she knew was that being caught in possession of the suit would be worse for her than the suit not being in her possession. The more she thought about it, the more convinced she became that burying the suit was the best option, at least until she was in a state of mind to think rationally about it.

From northern Virginia, she drove toward West Virginia. She stopped at a hardware store and paid cash for a shovel, a mattock, and two small waterproof storage boxes, one that fit inside the other. She knew this was completely crazy, but she needed time to think. Driving west on West Virginia Route 127, she passed through Bloomery and continued westward. She saw a sideroad to her left into a heavy wooded area and took it. After driving about a mile down the road, she pulled to the side and hurriedly took off the suit, hoping that no one would drive by while she was half dressed. 

After making sure that she didn’t see any cars, she darted through the woods carrying the suit, storage boxes, shovel, and the mattock. The air was cold, and the sky was gray in late January, but at least the ground was dry. The trees were bare of leaves, but maples, poplars, beech trees, and red oaks were recognizable to her. After going about five minutes into the woods, she plopped the tools and storage boxes on the ground, and they made a crunching sound on the fallen leaves. Using the shovel, she cleared away the leaves until she saw bare ground. She began to dig with the shovel. The first four inches of topsoil was easy to dig through. The next foot was slightly more difficult due to rock fragments and tree roots. She had to use the mattock to chop through some of the thicker roots to clear them from the hole. The farther she dug, the more difficult the digging. Although she encountered some clay, the soil was mostly brown and devoid of clay. When she reached a depth of about three feet, the shovel didn’t want to go farther. Half the soil contained rocks that she had to dig out. The mattock slightly loosened the soil, and she used the mattock to chop several stringy roots extending like eerie-like fingers across the hole. After thirty minutes of digging, the hole was about four feet deep with a diameter of approximately three feet. She wanted a depth of six feet, but this would have to do. Fortunately, the two waterproof containers were not big, even with the smaller box inside of the larger box. 

She put the suit into the box and was about to drop in the drawstring pouch when she realized that she had yet to look inside the pouch. Loosening the drawstring and opening the pouch, she saw a one terabyte flash drive wrapped inside the same material as the suit. There was also a slip of paper with the name Joe Jankowski and a phone number. She quickly memorized the phone number, put the slip of paper and flash drive back into the pouch, and laid it on top of the suit. After securing both lids, she began to fill in the hole. She used the back of the shovel to pound the dirt tightly to try to even it as much as possible with the surrounding dirt. Then, she covered the dirt with leaves and sticks. She made a mental note of landmarks and got the GPS coordinates from her phone.

Just as she was about to leave, the thought of her dead brother hit her hard. Because of the rush to leave VSS and to find a place to hide the suit, she had had little time to think about T.M., but now, life events they shared flashed through her mind like a high-speed picture show. Sobs mixed with the sounds of a few chirping birds. She was alone in the woods instead of being with the body of her brother. For five minutes, she squatted on the forest floor, crying. Her mind finally stirred her to move and to make her way back to her car. The road was as isolated as it had been when she arrived.

On the way back to Alexandria, she found a dumpster where she discarded the shovel and mattock. She drove the speed limit or up to five miles per hour over. The thought of safety in her apartment comforted her, but she knew someone would more than likely be waiting to question her when she arrived.
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Chapter 3
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The FBI assigned agents Paul Thompson and Yume Hagiwara as the lead agents to investigate the alleged terrorist attack and to oversee the other numerous FBI agents. Thompson had worked with the FBI for fifteen years and had worked his way through the ranks. Hagiwara had been with the FBI for five years, but she already had the reputation of being thorough, methodical, objective, and occasionally abrasive. She had either solved, or contributed significantly toward solving, every case to which she had been assigned. 

The lab looked like a war zone. VSS security had given them the list of people assigned to the project, thirteen people, an unlucky number in this case. All thirteen had reported to work. In addition, one visitor had checked in. CIA Agent Omar Malik was the only person of the thirteen onsite who was alive that they could question. A quick body count indicated that nine scientists or engineers had been killed. That left three people who had worked on the project unaccounted for. The visitor, Captain Tamara Knight, was also missing. FBI agents also found the body of one terrorist. Computer forensics investigators who were going through the rubble had given a preliminary report that they had not yet found anything to aid in advancing the investigation. Other specialized investigators were also combing through the rubble, but determining anything conclusive would take time. 

“Do you want to take a look at the security footage?” asked Thompson. “That will give us an early indication of what happened.”

Malik approached the two lead agents. “If I can help in any way, please let me know.”

“How is it that you are the only one of the fourteen people who are here?” quizzed Hagiwara.

“I don’t like what you are insinuating,” snapped Malik. “I had left the lab to go to the cantina to get coffee. You can ask the workers in the cantina.”

“You were fortunate,” replied Thompson.

“Or forewarned,” added Hagiwara.

“I’m a CIA agent. I don’t deserve ... “

Hagiwara cut him off before he could finish. “Did the lab not have a coffee maker? Surely others who worked in the lab drank coffee besides you, or do people constantly go to the cantina for coffee?”

“There is ... was ... a coffee maker in the lab, but I prefer the cantina’s coffee.”

“Stick around. We’ll want to question you further after we review the security footage,” stated Hagiwara. 

“I’ll come with you. The CIA will want to review the footage as well.”

“This is an FBI investigation. If appropriate, we’ll share the footage with the CIA,” asserted Hagiwara.

“We can argue later,” interrupted Thompson. “First we need to review the footage.”

Thompson and Hagiwara went to the security headquarters of VSS. The head of VSS security was already waiting for them. He pulled up the security footage from all the cameras and fast forwarded it.

“We’ll need to take this with us to examine in more detail, but for now, fast forward to the point the terrorists broke through lab security,” ordered Thompson. The agents watched security footage from every camera angle for over two hours. 

“You know the media is waiting for a statement,” declared Hagiwara.

“I think I’ll go to the breach in the building to look around and smoke a cigarette.”

“They’re not going anywhere. You might as well eat the frog; get it over with.”

“What does eat the frog mean?”

“If there is something you don’t really want to do, like eat a frog, it’s best to go ahead and do it and get it over with.”

“Alright. Assemble the team and patch in the FBI Director.”

Ten minutes later, the team assembled in a conference room and FBI Director Ken Blanchard was patched in on a secure video feed.

Thompson began. “Here’s what we know so far. A wooded area of about five square miles abuts VSS. The terrorists apparently hiked in and spent several days unnoticed in the woods. They were professionals to spend that amount of time in the woods in January and go unnoticed. That’s speculation at this point. Video footage showed that at precisely 10:15 a.m., a group of ten terrorists used RPGs to breach VSS and then the secure lab. They had massive fire power. They killed the VSS security team and then killed nine of the scientists and engineers working on the project, including the project lead, Dr. T.M. Knight
















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
DEWEY DELLINGER





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





