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			ABOUT THIS STORY

			US law enforcement, intelligence, and other government entities have many employees working toward the common goal of keeping America and the world safe. However, each person, department, and organization competes for budgets, glory, and control.

			Typically, these organizations go about their tasks with minimal coordination, but occasionally they form a close-knit team to tackle an important issue. Locating the perpetrators who organized the tragic 9/11 attacks highlights one such example. However, keep in mind that no one person or organization undertook the entire operation.

			Books and movies rarely follow this real-life pattern. Instead, authors prefer a small number of heroic characters who travel worldwide to solve the case in a blaze of glory. While entertaining, this concept does not reflect the reality of modern intelligence, law, department cooperation, or international politics.

			Cable Ties contains a more realistic story that follows government agencies and their employees who uncover a large spy operation. The plot involves many key players on both sides of the incident and random people who also became involved. All have their agendas, backgrounds, weaknesses, personalities, and roles to play. To make matters worse, people make mistakes, and sometimes they are enormous. Cable Ties challenges the reader to hold on to the cable that connects many characters.
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			Bat​ McKinley and Jake Sherman were doing what they liked best. They were excited to be deer hunting together in dense woodlands, near the small town of Clearwater, just outside of Dawsonville, Georgia. The pair, who lived in neighboring towns, had not seen each other in seven months, although they’d both grown up in Clearwater. At age 35, Jake was a supervisor at the Dawsonville Municipal Water Department. He stood six feet one, with curly brown hair, and could stand to lose a few pounds.

			Bat was five feet nine and 34 years old, with short black hair. A fantastic example of fitness, he was a well-respected general surgeon at Northside Hospital in Cumming, Georgia. This fine Saturday morning had clear skies, and the autumn air smelled fresh and crisp.

			“How’s Harriet doing?” Bat asked.

			“She’s great, but you know how Corbans is with all that crazy government work they do. She still likes her job and smiles when she sees me, so I cannot complain. How is Johanna?”

			“She is doing fantastic. They just made her a manager down at the Super Center and are about to open the lumberyard.”

			“That’s great news! A promotion, wow! And the kids?”

			“Jim is doing fine, and Kyle’s having fun in the fifth grade. He says he has a girlfriend.”

			“Really?” Jake asked with a chuckle.

			“Well, he has been packing extra cookies in his lunch to give to her.”

			“I remember when your sister was that age.”

			“Hey! We agreed that that topic of each other’s sisters was permanently off-limits. Do you want another beating?” Bat asked while raising his fist in a mock threatening gesture.

			“Well, the last time we talked about your sister and my sister, let’s see—”

			“I recall I had to put three stitches in you,” Bat interrupted. “I think that was the second time I put stitches in you.”

			“We got a bit out of control.”

			“Well, hey, we’ve turned into big, tough grown-ups now and can deal with stuff like that maturely.”

			“Yeah, it’s funny, though.”

			“What?” Bat asked.

			“Each of us losing our virginity with each other’s sister.”

			“Well, it wasn’t like there was a prettier girl in all of Clearwater than your sister.”

			“Same with your sister. Why did we get into such a big fight about that?”

			“Probably because we care as much for our sisters as we care about each other.”

			“Hmm, I guess that’s true,” Jake admitted. “We grew up in a small town.”

			“Yeah, but it was wonderful.”

			“It was. And I wouldn’t have had it any other way.”

			“Same here,” Bat admitted.

			The pair had gradually been approaching a large hill for the last ten minutes when Bat quietly asked, “Is that a buck?”

			Jake raised his rifle, looked through the scope, and said, “You know, for a surgeon, you have poor eyesight. That’s a tree stump.

			“Look—way off to the left. There’s a buck. Cover your ears.”

			Jake fired his rifle, and the buck suddenly lurched to the right. It ran awkwardly.

			“Nice shot,” Bat said with a grin. “I think you got him in the neck. Let’s get a-huffing.” The pair hustled toward the area where the buck had run.

			Several minutes later, they found a blood trail. “I see you’ve been keeping in shape,” Jake observed.

			“Hey! I’m in surgery all day. Unlike you turd herders who get to crawl through smelly pipes looking for dentures.”

			“That little remark is going to cost you,” Jake said in a cautioning tone.

			As the pair came over a ridge, the buck was still moving, but much more slowly. “I got this,” Jake said as he carefully aimed and shot. The buck fell in midstride.

			“You were always a better shot than me,” Bat admitted.

			“You are probably going to make a sewer gas remark.”

			“No, really, you are a great shot.”

			“A genuine compliment?” Jake wondered.

			“Of course,” Bat said with a snicker. “I don’t give out fake compliments to just anybody. I wish we could do this more than twice a year, but my schedule is crazy. Now with Johanna’s job and the kids in school, it’s hard just to take time off and play in the woods.”

			“Hard for me, too,” Jake exclaimed. “We’re replacing a bunch of water lines, and all the water meters are electronic. So, now I have to become a computer expert!”

			“They have computer classes for people like you.”

			“Another remark that’s going to cost you.”

			Bat laughed as they reached the fallen buck, and he said with a grin. “Right through the eye.”

			“Right through the eye,” Jake repeated. “That’s the way you got to do it.” The pair hoisted the deer up a tree and gutted it. Jake unpacked his portable aluminum game cart, placed the gutted deer in a bag, and they put it on the cart.

			“How many points?” Bat asked.

			“Six. Not bad for a bunch of old farts like us. Well, let’s get back. It will take a few hours to cut it up into steaks.”

			“No need. There is a butcher that will do it all for eighty dollars in Cumming,” Bat said with a smile.

			“Eighty dollars? You are getting soft, old man. But that sounds a lot easier. Beer’s on me.”

			“Now, that’s what I’m talking about! Let’s go.”

			The pair walked in the general direction of where they had parked. Bat pulled the game cart and was whistling to the tune “Old Time Rock and Roll.” Jake occasionally picked up a rock and threw it to amuse himself. Suddenly, Bat tripped and fell forward. “Nice,” Jake said with a chuckle.

			Bat was holding his knee and said, “Nice. Really? That’s all you have to say? Damn! That really hurt.”

			“Hey, what’s this?” Jake said, looking at the obstacle Bat tripped over. “It looks like a manhole cover.”

			“Given your years of working at the water department, you should know what a manhole cover looks like,” Bat said mockingly.

			“And yet another remark that’s going to cost you,” Jake said as he looked at the cast-iron object for a long moment. “What the heck?” he exclaimed. “It says DMWD.” The pair moved some dirt and twigs that covered the circular metal cover.

			Jake looked the object over carefully, with a puzzled expression. “Well, it’s got the Dawsonville Municipal Water Department logo on the top. But it can’t possibly be one of ours. Where are we?”

			“We’re about forty feet away from the Addams parking lot and 300 feet from the Jacob Len reservoir.”

			“The worst part is that I can’t get any water from that darn reservoir,” Jake complained. “Who puts in a reservoir, then doesn’t let the nearby town use the water? Look at all that clean water flowing down there. I could send every single drop to the treatment center.”

			“What I want to know is, what’s the deal with the manhole cover here? It seems out of place.”

			“The deal is that your number tens tripped over it,” Jake said with a laugh.

			“But it’s not your cover?”

			“No. It must have something to do with the reservoir,” Jake concluded.

			“But the reservoir is a state thing. So why does it have the DMWD logo on it?”

			“Good question. Why don’t we open her up and find out?”

			“Can we do that?” Bat wondered.

			“The manhole cover says Dawsonville Municipal Water Department. You bet I can open her up! Look. There’s an old piece of iron pipe over there. It looks about the right size. We can probably use it to pry the cover off.”

			Bat stuck the pipe into the manhole cover access hole.

			“A perfect fit,” Jake commented. “How about that? Look at the pipe. It has a dent, as if somebody used it to move the cover before. That’s strange.”

			The pair moved the manhole cover out of the way. “Rungs? Nice!” Jake said with a smile. “That’s kind of odd. The rungs go way down. At least 50 feet. That’s not the typical setup.”

			Jake dropped a rock, and they heard a thump when it reached the bottom. “No water. Nice!” Jake observed.

			“Did you bring a flashlight?”

			“I have my phone,” Jake replied.

			“That will work. I brought mine too.”

			Jake pulled out his phone and turned on the flashlight function. He then took off his hunting backpack and began climbing down the rungs.

			“Are you seeing this?” Jake asked as he descended. “This is crazy.”

			“No,” Bat answered from the top of the shaft.

			“Well, take it slow, and get your surgical butt down here.”

			Against Bat’s better judgment, he descended into the darkness. At the bottom of the shaft, the area opened up. In front of them was the type of door you’d expect to see on a Navy ship, but with a strange lock. “Stinks down here,” Bat said while holding his nose.

			“This is not that bad,” Jake said with a smile.

			“How many times have I said you picked the wrong job?”

			“Too many.”

			“Now what?” Bat asked.

			“Hold on.”

			Jake handed his cell phone to Bat and reached into his back pocket. “Is that a lockpick set?” a surprised Bat asked.

			“Yes,” Jake answered, as he worked on the lock.

			“Why?” Bat asked with a chuckle.

			“I’ve been doing some evening work.”

			“You are pranking your boss again,” Bat said as he rolled his eyes.

			“His last prank scared me half to death! Frickin’ skeleton in my tool shed holding a fake gun. It almost made me piss my pants! It’s revenge time. Damn,” Jake added. “This is a complex lock.”

			“Tell me. What is your plan?”

			“Well, I was going to put his lawnmower in his office with a stuffed ape-man driving it. He’s changed his office lock since I left that potbellied pig in there. So, I’ve been practicing with lockpicks for the last three months.”

			“You never change.”

			The stubborn lock pinged. “Got it,” Jake said with a big grin. The pair turned the wheel, and the door opened with a creaking sound. Jake pushed the door inward slightly, and a loud click came from above the door. The pair looked up; they were staring at a shotgun barrel pointed right at their heads. Jake looked at Bat in horror. “What the hell?” he said while shaking.

			Bat maneuvered his phone flashlight to inspect the gun. “It’s real, but the shell was probably a dud. What are the chances?”

			“Chances enough to kill us! A dud saved our damn-fool lives. Look at that lever down there.”

			Bat shifted the light from his phone to investigate further.

			“If you crack the door, you will have enough room to move that lever, and the gun probably will not go off,” Bat guessed. “We dodged the big one.”

			“A massive one. Now I really want to see what’s inside.”

			They pushed the door fully open to reveal a small concrete room. On the right side were several pairs of neatly arranged shoes and a place to hang jackets. On the left side, ropes hung on large hooks. The middle of the small room contained a collapsible hoist system with a crank. The metal door on the far side looked like it belonged in an office.

			“This looks like a mudroom,” Jake observed. “The hoists probably let you get stuff into this crazy place.”

			“What do you think it is?” Bat wondered.

			“It looks to me like a serious survival shelter. Probably really expensive.”

			“That makes sense. Hey, there’s a light switch.”

			But when Bat reached for it, Jake yelled, “Stop!” He pointed to the shotgun.

			“Yeah—you’re probably right,” Bat concluded. “How the heck can they get the power down here for a light switch, anyway?”

			“Probably a bunch of batteries,” Jake guessed, and inspected the weapon above them. “Hey, look at this shotgun. Do you recognize the brand?”

			Bat looked at it carefully. “No,” he said. “But look at the workmanship on the gun holder.”

			“Hey, look at this,” Bat called out as he held a Corbans Inc. jacket. Jake looked at the emblem in confusion. “Your wife works at Corbans, right? Do you think this belongs to one of her coworkers?” Bat wondered.

			“Hey! What’re you saying?”

			“I’m saying nothing.”

			“So?” Jake asked with a hint of anger.

			“So? Coincidence?”

			“What else could it be?” Jake wondered.

			“True. Well, do we dare open the door?” Bat wanted to know.

			Jake shrugged as Bat slowly twisted the doorknob at the other end of the room. There was a quiet click, and Bat opened the door. Jake took a quick look inside and whispered, “It’s a hallway.”

			“There’re dim lights at the end,” Bat said as he peered inside.

			Looking down the narrow hallway, they saw several doors on each side and immaculate white tile covering the floor. The hallway ended at another door about 100 feet down. The concrete ceiling held long metal cable trays that carried wires of different thicknesses and colors.

			About to enter the hallway, Bat turned as Jake blurted out, “Wait! I don’t think this is a survival shelter.”

			“I was thinking the same thing. Look at the two flags.”

			“That can’t be right. That is a Russian flag, and—is that a French flag?”

			“What the heck?” Bat asked in confusion.

			“A French flag? A survival shelter for the French and Russians? That makes no sense.”

			“We should use our phones to take pictures,” Bat suggested.

			“Why?”

			“I don’t know; it seems like the right thing to do.”

			The pair took several pictures of the hallway and flags. “All right,” Jake said. “Let’s think this through.”

			“What are you thinking?” Bat asked.

			“Look how clean this hallway is. Take your shoes off and put these shoes on.”

			“Why?”

			“So, your number tens don’t leave any mud tracks to let them know we were here.”

			The pair changed to the clean white shoes that were near the door. “All right. Here we go,” Jake said. “Take it one step at a time. Real slowly, now.”

			Jake carefully stepped into the hallway and looked around. He pointed to a light switch, then shook his head. The pair tiptoed down the hallway one step at a time. On their immediate left, they saw a wooden office-type door, and Jake carefully opened it.

			Inside was a conference room with a blackboard with Cyrillic writing on it, which must have been Russian. There was a large conference table with comfortable chairs. On the left side, a large bookshelf contained many books. To the right were storage shelves with boxes and old office equipment. The power indicator on an emergency light above the entrance door provided just enough light to see. “This is crazy,” Jake exclaimed. “Take more pictures. Get some close-ups of those books and get some shots of what they wrote on the blackboard.”

			The pair used their cell phones to take pictures of everything in the room. Next, they looked into the room on the right. It contained an identical conference room, only the furniture was more modern, and there was a whiteboard covered with what appeared to be writing in French. To the left was a stack of unused computers. On the right was a large bookshelf with many books. The corner held a bronze statue of a soldier holding a book while looking stoic.

			“Why do they need to have a conference way out in the woods?” Jake asked. “Some sort of secret meeting place? Maybe secret negotiations? What do you think?”

			“I guess it could be for negotiations.”

			“What’s the deal with that crazy statue?” Jake wondered.

			“No idea. It looks out of place.”

			The pair silently took several pictures, then quietly closed the door. When Bat opened the next door on the left, the noise of electrical equipment greeted them. “Pumps?” Bat guessed.

			“No, generators. To power this place,” Jake answered with confidence.

			“The reservoir must provide the water for the generators.”

			“Do you think they put in that entire reservoir just to power this place?” Jake asked quietly in an angry voice.

			“I don’t want to think about that now. Let’s take more pictures and then leave. I am getting a terrible feeling about all this.”

			Silently, each man wondered what they were taking pictures of. A moment later, Bat held up his hand and asked, “Jake?”

			“Yes?”

			“Do you feel that?”

			“Air conditioning?” Jake answered.

			“Yes.” Bat looked at Jake with concern. “This is big,” he said with a shaky voice.

			“Really big!” agreed Jake. “What do you think we should do?”

			“Take pictures, and make sure we leave nothing behind.”

			“I was thinking the same thing, but we have to make this quick. We might have set off an alarm or something.”

			They finished taking pictures of the equipment, closed the door, and Bat wiped off the doorknob with his shirttail. Jake looked at him and nodded. Bat walked back and wiped all the doorknobs behind them.

			Jake opened the door to the right. Inside was a kitchen with a sink and a long table in the center. They saw three large refrigerators and five wire shelves. Four were empty; the fifth had dry food made by unusual manufacturers. Bat opened a refrigerator, covering his hand with his shirttail, and said, “It’s cold and half full of food. That means that people have been here recently.”

			Jake opened the next refrigerator. “There’s a case of Rolling Rock beer. My favorite.”

			“Leave them alone.”

			“I’m thirsty,” Jake said in a quiet, whiny voice.

			Bat chuckled and said, “Stop being an ass.”

			The third refrigerator would not open. “Leave it,” Bat cautioned.

			“No arguments here.”

			The pair took several pictures, then carefully closed the door behind them.

			The next room on their left held three cots, basic furniture, and a small video screen with a stack of eclectic DVDs. At one end of the room were a toilet and a small sink. At the other end was a large cabinet with Russian and French writing in black painted stencils. Jake gently opened the cabinet and found it contained rifles and handguns. “That’s an Uzi and an AK,” Bat said with a surprised voice.

			“I’m getting an even worse feeling now.”

			“Let’s get this done and leave.”

			“Just three more rooms!”

			The pair took pictures and closed the door behind them. Bat opened the next door on the right. This room was much larger than the other rooms they had entered. Inside were several equipment racks containing computers. Many had large Raven Communications logos on them, and many LED indicators were blinking. The room was noisy from the many fans, and each rack connected to the other with myriad wires held in cable trays above them.

			A work area held soldering irons, microscopes, and assorted electronic parts. On the left side was a large stack of unused computers. Behind the racks were approximately 50 large reel-to-reel tape recorders. They took up more than half the room and did not appear to be in use. On the right side were ten wire racks with hundreds of one-inch reel-to-reel tapes.

			The pair looked around in stunned silence as they took more photos. “The​se tapes look like the type you would find in a music recording studio,” Bat suggested.

			“Ampex? Is that a good brand?”

			“I think it’s the best.”

			“What are all these computers doing?” Jake wanted to know.

			“You got me.”

			“Take pictures and leave!”

			“No arguments.”

			The next room to the right was the same size as the first computer room, and it held several equipment racks bearing Raven Communications logos. It was much better organized, and the wiring looked neater. Jake estimated it contained twice the computers the other room had. On the left side, they saw a small work area and spare computers. Notably absent were the large reel-to-reel tape recorders. The pair took several pictures, then carefully exited.

			At the end of the hall, a large door displayed a sign with Russian and French writing. Below was a flashlight diagram, with large red lines drawn through the images. “I guess you’re not supposed to have light beyond here,” Jake said, as he carefully opened the door with his hand in his shirttail. Inside the small area was another door illuminated with a dim, monochromatic green light. The pair entered, closing the first door behind them.

			“Make sure the flashlight on your phone is off,” Jake warned Bat.

			“All right, got it. Did you look at yours?”

			“Got it.”

			Jake used his shirttail to open the second door. Inside was a massive room built on several levels. Jake estimated it at 400 feet long by 30 feet wide. Each section was eight to fifteen feet tall, extending 40 feet upward. The same monochromatic green lights illuminated the room, which made it impossible to distinguish colors. At specific points, strong steel poles supported the ceiling.

			On the right side, thick cables entered the room a few feet above the floor, supported by aluminum stands. Above each cable entrance to the room was a large sign with neatly printed letters. The cables traversed the room and exited through the wall on the left. In the middle of each cable was a large metal box that reminded Jake of a garden shed.

			Bundles of cables snaked from the metal box to cable trays suspended from the ceiling. The entire room was formed to contour to the buried cables. Steps and ramps led from one level to the next. Jake counted thirteen cables and neither Jake nor Bat had any idea what they were looking at.

			When they walked up to the nearest metal box, they saw small viewing windows. The cable entered on one side, and, three feet in, somebody had removed the outer casing. After this, the internal cable’s wire pairs were exposed. By Jake’s estimate, there were over 500 individual wire pairs. Neatly attached to each pair of wires was a small circuit board. Jake could see that the circuit board did not electrically attach to the wire but was instead glued to a component. An articulated aluminum holder supported each circuit board, and a thin cable went to an equipment rack full of electronics with a large Raven Communications logo. Jake looked at Bat and shrugged.

			Arrows painted on the floor led to the next enclosed area, which also had a viewing port. Inside, the thinner cable had its outer casing removed to reveal approximately 200 thin single-strand wires. Each one went into thin aluminum cylinders with a slot along the long axis. The slot allowed a wire to pass through without being interrupted. Aluminum stands supported the cylinders, and each one had a cable leading to an equipment rack. Like the other equipment racks, they had large Raven Communications logos.

			“Do you see what they’re doing?” Jake said after staring at the configuration for a while. “It looks like they are tapping the cables. The first one looked like telephone wires, and this one looks like fiber optics.”

			“You mean they are monitoring and recording the calls?”

			“Yes,” Jake concluded. “They are probably also recording computer data on the fiber optics.”

			“How do you know that?”

			“We have dug up a lot of cables,” Jake admitted.

			“On purpose?”

			Jake chuckled and answered, “No.”

			“This is freaking me out,” Bat added.

			“Tell you what. Put your phone in your hat, turn it on with the screen covered, and then peek inside to take video. I want to get everything in this room.”

			“So, no light?” Bat surmised.

			“Exactly. Remember, the sign said no light. There might be some sort of sensor that would set off an alarm. Let’s do this and leave.”

			They went from one enclosed area to another while Bat made a video.

			“Get a shot of those labels on the walls,” Jake said. “I’m betting the signs tell the cable names.”

			After Bat finished, they retraced their steps, with Jake wiping off door handles along the way. Bat studied the floor for any evidence of their presence.

			When they reached the mudroom, they took off their shoes. “Which way did the shoes point when we got them?” Bat asked.

			“I’m not sure. Did you take a picture?”

			Bat flipped through the pictures on his phone and answered, “No, I didn’t get it.”

			“Well, let’s do the best we can.”

			“What about the gun?” Bat asked with concern.

			“I think I can reset it.”

			“I don’t want to get shot.”

			“Me neither.”

			Jake and Bat placed their borrowed shoes next to the others. Jake closed the outer door partway, then carefully set the gun latch. Then they closed the outer door, spun the wheel, and the lock made a loud click. Jake picked up the rock he had dropped to check for water. He also picked up a few leaves and stuffed them in his pocket.

			They climbed back to the surface, moved the manhole cover back, and covered it with dirt and leaves. Bat put the metal pole back where he found it, and they made sure the area looked as natural as possible.

			As he pulled the game cart, Jake asked, “Do you think the Russians and French are working together?”

			“It looks that way,” Bat concluded. “Are you sure they were monitoring the phone lines?”

			“I’m no expert, but that’s what it looks like. The thing is that, for my job at DMWD, I have an enormous map of all the phone lines in the area.”

			“And?”

			“No phone lines go anywhere near here. And those were deep, far deeper than normal phone lines.”

			“So?” Bat wondered.

			“So those are not normal phone lines.”

			“I don’t get it,” Bat said. “What do you mean, not normal phone lines?”

			“I think they’re government phone lines. You know, top-secret military communications and such.”

			“What do we do?”

			Reluctantly, Jake admitted, “We have to tell people in the government.”

			“How?”

			“I think we have to call the FBI.”

			“Well, we can’t just call them.”

			“Why not?” Jake wondered.

			“The Russians and French could monitor the phones.”

			“Oh, yeah.”

			“Well, what do we do?” Bat wanted to know.

			“What if we made up a different story?”

			“Like?”

			They kept walking, and Bat finally suggested, “How about we tell them we have information about some other crime. When we meet, we tell them the truth.”

			“What kind?” Jake wondered.

			“How about that we found a corrupt cop?” Bat suggested.

			“No, too small. How about counterfeit money?”

			“I think that’s the Secret Service,” Bat countered.

			“A corrupt politician?”

			“That sounds better. What kind of crime?”

			“Drugs,” Jake answered with confidence.

			“No, too easy. How about pictures with a hooker?”

			“Closer. How about pictures with a mob boss?” Jake suggested.

			“That sounds good. Which politician?”

			“How about our congressman?”

			“Maybe. Who is the congressman for our part of Georgia?” Bat wondered.

			“You are a big-time surgeon and don’t know?”

			“Do you?” Bat asked with a chuckle.

			Jake laughed and answered, “No! Why don’t you whip out your phone and search?”

			Bat pulled out his phone again. “It says Darryl Rodgers,” he said. “That sounds right. I think I voted for him.”

			“Now what?”

			“How about I take the buck to the butcher? You call the FBI from a payphone and arrange a meeting?”

			“Where?” Jake wondered.

			“It has to be an FBI office in Duluth. I do not want it being anybody from this area that might know us.”

			“Why the payphone?”

			“So the call does not trace back to us,” Bat answered with confidence.

			“Makes sense. When do you want to meet?”

			“Well, it’ll take the butcher three days to do the meat. How about Friday? Can you take the day off?”

			“Sure. Can you arrange for no surgery on Friday?”

			Bat laughed and answered, “No problem.”

			“Really? That easy? I picked the wrong line of work.”

			“I told you that when you were thirteen,” Bat said with a laugh.

			“I will make the call. What about our wives?” Jake asked.

			“You know we cannot tell anybody anything.”

			“Why?”

			“Remember the Corbans jacket?” Bat asked with concern.

			“This thing does not involve Harriet. No way. Besides, we do not keep secrets from each other. She even talks in her sleep.”

			“About what?” Bat asked with a smirk.

			“Recipes and such.”

			“Recipes? Really? And how long has she been working for Corbans?”

			“It paid for her college, and she has been there ever since,” Jake answered.

			Bat looked at Jake for a moment. Jake shook his head and said, “No, no. Completely impossible! Look, every year Corbans has fundraisers for blind children, and they give away jackets. That’s got to be it.”

			“Look, just don’t say anything. In fact, let’s stop talking about it.”

			“You’re probably right. I am sure it is all just a coincidence. Someone probably found that jacket on the street or something,” Bat concluded.

			“Here is the deal. Make the call and request a meeting on Friday at 11:00 a.m. at the FBI office in Duluth. If that time does not work for them, let me know.”

			“Sounds good.”

			“Now that that’s settled … you never finished telling me what your kids were up to.”








			two
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			Jake and Bat’s families had a long history together. In the Civil War, they fought on the Confederate side, as did most men from Georgia. In the Battle of Columbus, members of Jake Sherman’s family were in one section of the battlefield, and Bat McKinley’s family members were in another. As the battle raged on April 16, 1865, orders sent to the fighting positions became confused, and two Confederate platoons unintentionally began shooting at each other. By the end of the battle, several McKinleys and Shermans were dead by each other’s hands.

			The war ended, but this tragic mistake started a minor feud between the two families. While they were not openly hostile toward one another, there were heated disagreements. On January 16, 1920, Prohibition became law in the United States, and the little town of Clearwater found itself at the forefront of making moonshine. At midnight you could read a newspaper by the fires ringing the town, powering the stills of the bootleggers. During this tumultuous time, there were many arrests and elaborate means invented to evade the authorities.

			One day, Jake’s great-grandfather, Winston Jake Sherman, noticed that the church bus of Bat McKinley’s great-grandfather, Floyd Owen McKinley, could travel without the “federals” stopping it. Floyd had no interest in bootlegging, but his church needed a new roof. So, Winston convinced Floyd to use the church bus to make a single bootleg run to pay for a new roof. On a rainy Sunday morning, they packed the church bus with parishioners. Each wore their flowing vestments to conceal a gallon jug of moonshine.

			The trip was successful, and the next day they did it again. The pair were astounded to make so much money so quickly. Winston modified the bus to have a secret compartment, and later, he purchased two more buses. The result was that the little-known town of Clearwater secretly held the record for moonshine production and distribution.

			This sudden prosperity led to trouble, as the once dirt-poor people now had a vast fortune. The income caused shoot-outs and fights, and the entire town seemed to be drunk. Jake’s great-grandmother, Annie, was the Sherman family’s unofficial leader, and her word was law. Annie came up with a way to stop the wickedness and met with Floyd’s grandmother, Doreen. She was a strong and notoriously vile woman. However, Doreen commanded respect by leading the family with an iron fist. Everybody knew she would shoot a person in the blink of an eye without warning. Doreen proudly said there was a body buried under every apple tree in her vast backyard.

			One late Saturday afternoon, Annie walked up unannounced to Doreen and had a now-famous (to the people of Clearwater) one-sided conversation where she suggested they set up a school. In the end, Doreen made a barely perceptible nod and looked Annie right in the eye for a long time. Annie spat in her hand and held it out. Doreen spat in her hand and held it out. Finally, they both shook each other’s hand with rock-hard grips while giving the other an evil eye strong enough to cut steel.

			As in all small towns, news travels fast. This meeting of the two tough women quickly established an unofficial law whereby education became a top priority. The moonshiners contributed money for books and college-educated schoolteachers. Soon, town had a brand-new three-classroom school, and any student not attending faced the wrath of Annie or, even worse, Doreen. Often a student would arrive with a big red welt after being caught skipping class. Both Jake and Bat’s fathers were high school graduates because of the moonshine fund, and it allowed Jake and Bat to attend college. After their graduation, they moved to nearby towns to get jobs but often visited Clearwater to see family and friends.

			



			It took two days for Jake to find a working payphone. Then, he called the FBI in Duluth and informed the office administrator that he had information regarding Congressman Darryl Rodgers. The administrator sounded skeptical but arranged a ten-minute meeting. Jake took a day off work, saying he was going to get the deer meat from Bat. Harriet did not appreciate him wasting a vacation day for this “silly task.”

			Jake met Bat at the Duluth FBI office at precisely 11:00 a.m. “You sure about this?” Bat asked.

			“We have to,” Jake said with conviction.

			“Well, all right.”

			A few minutes later, agent Andy Hanson escorted them to a small conference room. Andy stood six feet two, sporting a sharp crew cut on his black hair and a confident look. He wore a gray tweed suit and looked the part of an FBI agent. Jake thought the only thing missing was a pair of silver sunglasses and a communication earpiece. He was disappointed to notice that Andy did not have the bulge of a concealed weapon.

			“What’s this about Congressman Darryl Rodgers?” Andy began. “I met him once, and he is a stand-up guy. Let’s make this quick. I have a lunch date with my wife.”

			Bat looked at Jake, then turned back to Andy with concern.

			“Actually, umm,” Bat stuttered. “We do not have any information about Darryl.”

			Andy became upset and scowled. “Look, guys, I don’t have the time—”

			Bat cut Andy off. “We were hunting last week and found a secret phone tapping station run by the Russians and the French.”

			Andy kept scowling, and Jake interrupted. “Show him the pictures.”

			Jake and Bat got out their phones and brought up the pictures they had taken the previous Saturday afternoon. As Andy flipped through the images, his expression changed. “This isn’t a joke, is it?” he asked without looking up.

			“No joke, sir,” Jake quietly replied.

			Andy continued to look at the images, and Jake said to Bat, “Show him the video.” Bat pressed play on the video from his phone. “Where is this?” Andy asked without looking away from the phone.

			“Near the Addams parking lot at the Jacob Len reservoir outside of Clearwater,” Bat answered.

			“Clearwater? Never heard of it.”

			“It’s a small town near Dawsonville, outside of Cumming.”

			“Dawsonville? Dawsonville? Oh, I think I know where that is.”

			When the video ended, Andy picked up a nearby phone. “Cecil, you free? How’s your Russian? Because I’m asking. Really? That bad? Can you read a few words? Good. Yeah, right now. Yeah, the conference room near my office. Yeah, I will do that later, thanks.” Andy hung up the phone and said, “Agent Patterson will be here in a few.”

			Bat and Jake looked at each other while Andy continued to look at the images. Then Cecil Patterson arrived. At five feet four, he wore his dark brown hair combed to the side. Cecil dressed in a smart tan suit with stylish silver cufflinks, and as he sat down, he looked at the pair with a gentle smile.

			Still looking at the phone images, Andy said, “These two guys were out hunting and claimed to have found a secret phone tapping station run by the Russians and the French. Of course, I have my doubts, but their pictures are intriguing.”

			“Hi, guys,” Cecil said in a cheerful voice. “Run by the French? That sounds intriguing.”

			Cecil picked up Bat’s phone and casually began thumbing through the pictures. “So, where is this?” he asked.

			“They say outside a small town near Dawsonville,” Andy replied.

			“Dawsonville? I had a—” Cecil’s expression suddenly changed, and he paled.

			“What?” Andy wanted to know. Cecil held up his hand and continued looking through the images, zeroing in on one of them. Jake and Bat exchanged questioning glances.

			Cecil turned the phone sideways and looked at it carefully for a long while. His face now betrayed horror, and his left eye twitched. “They have a video. Play it,” Andy urged.

			Cecil pressed play. When the video ended, Cecil put down the phone and began forcefully tapping his forehead.

			“What?” Andy asked. “Is it real? What’re you thinking?”

			“Trust me,” Bat said with a smirk. “It’s real. We were there. The machines were all running, and there was fresh food in the refrigerator. People must have been there recently.”

			Cecil, who now aggressively paced the room, suddenly stopped. “Who knows about this?!” he demanded with a raised voice, and pointed at all three men.

			“So it’s real?” Andy asked.

			“Please, answer my question! Who knows about this?”

			“Just the four of us,” Jake answered.

			“You told nobody?!” Cecil harshly demanded.

			“No,” Jake confirmed.

			“No,” Bat also confirmed.

			“Did you leave the place a mess?”

			“No, we cleaned up carefully and wiped our fingerprints off the door handles,” Jake replied. “I also picked up the rock that I dropped to check for water. Our only mistake was with the shoes.”

			“What shoes?!” Cecil demanded.

			“In the mudroom, there were these shoes we borrowed to keep from leaving footprints. When we left, we weren’t sure we put them back in the right place.”

			“Do you think you put your shoes back close enough not to raise suspicion?”

			“I think so,” Jake answered.

			“Cecil, come on, tell me,” Andy implored. “What’s the deal?”

			“Just let me think. Let me think!” Cecil kept tapping his forehead as he continued pacing silently around the conference room.

			Finally, Cecil looked at Bat and Jake for a long moment. Then, he closed his eyes and said, “All right, let’s go through this carefully. How did you contact us?”

			“Wait, what is making you so upset?” Andy interrupted.

			Cecil waved him off. “Not now,” he hissed. “You two. Please answer my question.”

			“I called the FBI from a payphone,” Jake answered. “We were afraid they might have tapped the phone lines. I told the person who answered that I had photos of a mob boss meeting. I asked them to make an appointment so I could show somebody our pictures.”

			“You told nobody else?!” Cecil demanded.

			“Nobody,” Jake answered.

			“You?” Cecil turned to Bat.

			“Nobody.”

			“Nobody in your family?”

			“Nobody,” Bat answered with a snort.

			“What did you tell them in the lobby?”

			“That we had an appointment,” Jake answered.

			“Andy, did you tell anybody?” Cecil asked.

			“What’s the deal?” Andy was growing impatient.

			“Just, answer!” Cecil demanded.

			“No, of course, I didn’t tell anybody. Who the heck would I tell?”

			“What about Sidney?!” Cecil again demanded.

			“No.”

			“Sidney doesn’t know?”

			“I just spoke to you on the phone. Sidney does not know any of this.” Andy answered, throwing his hands up.

			Cecil seemed relieved, let out a deep breath, and said, “Good. We have containment. What were your names again?”

			“Bat McKinley and Jake Sherman, sir,” Bat replied.

			“All right, here is what you two are going to do. This is what happened. You were out hunting, and you took a picture of a meeting with somebody who looked like they were doing something illegal. So you came to us, and we told you the incident did not look important, but we took your phones just in case. Are you two married?”

			“Yes,” Jake answered.

			“This is the same story you are going to tell your wives. Tell then you went to the FBI and we said it was nothing. Do you understand?”

			“Yes, but there is another issue,” Jake replied in a low voice.

			“What?” Cecil barked.

			“Well, my wife works at Corbans,” Jake admitted.

			“I do not understand.”

			Bat spoke up. “There was a jacket in the mudroom that had a Corbans logo. Jake’s wife works there.”

			Andy shrugged. “Corbans is an enormous company. Probably a coincidence,” he said dismissively.

			Cecil thought for a moment. “Andy is right. Probably a coincidence, and nothing more. Now here is what happened. You took a picture of two people meeting each other, and that’s it!”

			“We told agent Hanson here that we took pictures of Congressman Darryl Rodgers and a mobster,” Jake said with a hint of pride.

			“That’s a rather good idea,” Cecil said with a thin smile. “All right. You took a picture of Congressman Rodgers and somebody that might be connected to organized crime. It was in the parking lot, not in the forest.”

			“But—” Jake began.

			Cecil interrupted, “I cannot stress how important it is for this to be a nonevent. Both of you purchase new phones. I do not know how, but the FBI will reimburse you for the expense. Got that?”

			Bat and Jake nodded. “Yes, we got it,” Jake said. “Nothing big happened. But you are going to need our help. Right?”

			“Somebody will probably want to question you in more detail,” Cecil said. “Now, what is important is that we make this entire event look unimportant. So, you two are going to buy new phones with the same numbers. If anybody other than Andy or myself contacts you, deny everything. If pressed, say that you got pictures of Congressman Rodgers. You will take this secret to your graves! This is the most important thing you will ever do! Got it?”

			Bat and Jake looked at each other. “Yes,” both replied.

			“Good,” Cecil said with relief. “Thank you. You two did a fantastic job. You both have done your country an incredible service. I cannot describe how much I appreciate how well you handled this. And please, I cannot stress this enough: tell no one. Don’t even talk to each other about this.”

			The pair nodded once more. Bat and Jake gave the two agents their business cards.

			“Thank you, gentlemen,” Cecil said as the two men left the conference room.

			Outside the building, Bat said, “Wow, that was creepy. That Cecil guy turned white as a ghost when he looked at your phone. Did you see how hard he smashed his fingers into his forehead?”

			“Yeah, I thought he was going to injure himself,” Jake said with an uncomfortable chuckle.

			“Me too. Hey, wait. He took our phones—what a pain in the butt. Johanna is going to be downright mad about buying a new phone. What are you going to do about Harriet?”

			“Nothing,” Jake answered. “I’m not even going to tell her about the pictures. What about you?”

			“I’m going to go with the congressman story. Johanna will find it amusing, but she won’t care.”

			“Do you think they’ll call us?” Bat wondered.

			“Are you kidding? Somebody is probably watching us right now.”

			“Not much we can do about that. Let’s get back to work.” Bat transferred the deer meat to Jake’s car, and they shook hands.

			That night, Bat told Johanna about the congressman but kept the details vague. She wondered why Bat had waited this long to discuss the incident with her.

			Jake drove home in a cold sweat. He put the deer meat in the refrigerator and took a long shower. Harriet seemed concerned about his strange behavior, but she did not ask questions. Later that evening, Jake told Harriet the congressman cover story because he could not hold a secret and had to say something. She hugged him and told him that initially, keeping the information from her was the right decision. However, Harriet became upset that the FBI did not reimburse the phone expense.
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			Russel​​l Norton was an unlikely person to become the director of the FBI. He grew up in Galveston, Texas, and throughout his childhood, he had little focus. Russell went to Texas A&M University and graduated with a degree in Mechanical Engineering. During college, he did a lot of drinking and partying. The night before a test, he would cram and get B’s on his tests. Most of his professors considered him an average student.

			After college, Russell got a job at a Galveston company designing streetlights. To Russell, his job provided a paycheck. While his work was occasionally brilliant, it was marginal overall.

			One evening when Russell was at a party, he met a girl who had just graduated with a criminal justice degree. They began dating and made a cute couple. She was applying for the FBI, and Russell helped her with the application process. He applied to be with her, but did not expect to get in. At that time, the FBI was looking for technical people, and Russell unexpectedly found himself at the FBI Academy. Unfortunately, his girlfriend failed to get accepted, which ended their relationship.

			At the academy, Russell paid little attention in class, but he graduated. He had a gift for understanding what a teacher wanted to see on a test. Russell’s first posting was in Boston. This location only accepted the most talented agents because of the problematic cases they encountered. He could not figure out why he got this coveted position. Years later, Russell learned that one of his academy instructors had a high opinion of him and wanted to challenge him.

			Russell’s first three investigations were uneventful, and he considered leaving the FBI. He felt that 99 percent of the job was paperwork, and, as a junior FBI agent, he got more than his fair share. Russell’s fourth case involved organized crime members who used computers to defraud ATMs. The case had many unexpected people involved, high-tech investigating, and a misleading evidence trail.

			For the first time in his life, Russell faced a challenge he aspired to conquer. He quickly organized a team, uncovered the evidence, and arrested those involved. Russell had an exceptional ability to size up people and determine how best to utilize them. At his first job review, he told his boss, “Just put down brilliant, tough, and fair so that I can get back to work.” His boss looked back at Russell and said, “All of us are probably going to be working for you in a few years.” Russell nodded and broke into an incredibly confident smile.

			Several years later, Russell was a rising star in the FBI, and the director found himself in a political scandal. He agreed to leave quietly under one condition: that the President would confirm Russell Norton as the FBI’s next director. This appointment was unusual: FBI director is a coveted post, usually filled by a person with lots of political influence. Nobody was more surprised than Russell when he learned about the appointment. The outgoing director never told Russell why he selected him for the job. However, some years later, he found out that the outgoing director had overheard Russell say to a fellow agent: “I would rather die than see the reputation of the agency tarnished in the slightest bit. If it is the last thing I do, I am going to get this situation handled the right way!” This bold statement made an enormous impact on the outgoing director.




			After Bat and Jake left, Andy rounded on Cecil. “What gives?”

			“Keep the phones alive. Do not leave this room. I’m getting a pad.”

			Cecil left and returned with a device that looked like an iPad in a green rubber case. He connected a cable to Bat’s phone, tapped icons on the pad, tapped icons on the phone, and it began downloading all the cell phone photos and videos into its secure memory. Cecil then did the same thing to Jake’s phone. When Andy tried to ask questions, Cecil held up his hand.

			When the two phones had finished downloading, he placed them in a metallized, zippered bag with a lock. The bag would prevent the phones from having any communication. Cecil turned to Andy with a relieved look and said, “Let’s get some lunch.”

			“But I have a lunch date with June,” Andy pleaded.

			Cecil looked at Andy for a long moment. “All right,” Andy said with a sigh. “I will cancel it, but you will have to answer to June, and you are already in the doghouse for missing our last backyard barbecue.”

			Cecil glared at Andy, but the agent could see he was holding back a smile. They put the pad and the metallized bag in a high-security safe on the way out of the building. After driving across town to get hamburgers, they walked to the local park.

			When Cecil was sure they were alone, the pair began eating. “This is getting silly,” Andy said in between bites. “What did you see that got you so upset?” Cecil took a bite, but it was clear to Andy that his mind was elsewhere.

			Eventually, Cecil said, “We are going to see Russell tomorrow morning.”

			“The director of the FBI? That Russell?!”

			“Yes.”

			“No, no, no,” Andy protested. “We have to check in with Sidney and show him all this stuff. He is our boss and will not allow us to walk up to Russell with all this. You are going to get us demoted.”

			Cecil shook his head. Irritated, Andy barked at Cecil. “Just stop! What the heck did you see?”

			After four more bites, Cecil asked, “How much do you know about the US Secure Telephone System?”

			“It’s the government secret encrypted telephone network. We use it all the time.”

			“Yes, and that was only one line they tapped into.”

			“What were the others?”

			“Honestly, I do not want to talk about it.”

			“That bad,” Andy guessed.

			“Worse. I read the Russian words on the chalkboard. They have broken two of our most used encryption systems.”

			“Broken our encryption systems? Aw, heck!” Restless, Andy got up and paced before continuing. “What about the French?”

			“I cannot read French, but it looks like they are helping them or working with them.”

			“I thought the French were on our side?” Andy guessed.

			“I do not know what to think,” Cecil acknowledged. “They might sell the information—or they are not the friends we think they are.”

			“What do we do?”

			“First, we are going back to the office and telling Sidney to make an appointment with Russell. Then we are going to drive your car to the Hoover Building.”

			“June will personally kill you,” Andy declared. “Wait, why are we taking my car?”

			“The CD player doesn’t work in my car.”

			“Who still uses CDs?” Andy asked with a chuckle.

			“All right, all right. You have a better car.”

			“Ah. Now it makes sense,” Andy replied with a big grin.

			The pair finished lunch quickly and went back to their office. They told Sidney they needed an appointment with Russell. He was unimpressed and strongly recommended going through the proper channels. The pair listened carefully, then told him they were going no matter what.

			After several unsuccessful attempts to dissuade them, Sidney said he would call ahead to arrange an appointment.

			Cecil got the pad and metallized bag from the safe. Andy canceled his afternoon appointments, and a few minutes later, they got into his car. During the drive, Andy tried to ask Cecil more about why they were taking this drastic trip. He did not want to be “the only FBI agent in Antarctica” if this trip did not pan out. Cecil was in no mood to talk and told Andy to get some sleep.

			They took two-hour shifts of driving and sleeping. At 3:20 a.m., they ran into a construction detour, which caused an hour delay. Two hours later, they stopped at a 24-hour Walmart to get new outfits because they did not want to meet the FBI director in smelly, wrinkled clothing.

			At 6:28 a.m., they arrived at the Hoover Building and confirmed their identification. Cecil surprised Andy by asking for two security guards to escort them. The building had an extensive gym, so Cecil and Andy each took a shower before changing into their new clothes. One guard found a bag for their dirty laundry. During this time, they made sure that the pad and the phones never left their sight. Finally, the guards escorted them up to Russell Norton’s empty office.

			Cecil put the dirty laundry bag on the floor and used it as a pillow while Andy held the pad. At 8:33 a.m., a woman walked in and looked at the man on the floor. She was in her late fifties and nicely dressed. She inquired about the two men’s reason for being there, sat at her desk, and started typing on her computer. The nameplate on her desk read: Senior Executive Administrator Gloria Cooper. At 8:41 a.m., a five-foot-eleven sharply dressed man with a chiseled jaw and well-trimmed pepper hair walked in. Russell looked at the two guards and the man asleep on the floor with amusement.

			Gloria looked up from her typing and said, “Your 2:30.”

			Russell nodded and walked into his office. Andy quietly asked Gloria, “Does this kind of thing happen often?”

			“I see all kinds of things here. But your friend better wake up before ten o’clock when Congressman Lewis comes in.” Andy nodded.

			At 9:50, Andy gave Cecil a nudge to wake him. Looking dazed, Cecil sat down next to him. Looking up from her typing, Gloria noticed that Cecil’s lips were moving as if he were practicing a speech.

			At 10:06 a.m., Congressman Lewis walked in. Two more people came to see Russell after that. At lunchtime, Russell left with a person who had been in his office. On the way out, he nodded to the pair.

			Gloria got up to go to lunch and asked, “Bring you two back anything?”

			“A Diet Coke and some food would be great,” Andy replied.

			“What are you hungry for?”

			“Anything.”

			“How about you?” she asked Cecil. “Anything would be wonderful, Miss Cooper.”

			Gloria turned to the two guards and asked, “Paul, S​tan?” The two guards nodded, and Gloria left.

			“Aw, this is crap,” Andy complained. “Can we at least talk about
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