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Chapter 1
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PUGET SOUND, WASHINGTON, USA:

A panic-filled voice came from the VHF radio speaker. “Mayday! Mayday! Something’s happening to the ship!”

On a rented sailboat, Ex-CIA operative Alex Cave grabbed his binoculars, focusing them on a tanker full of crude oil, now stopped two miles away. It was suddenly engulfed in brilliant neon blue light. When the light vanished, he started the engine and steered toward the tanker, thinking he might be of some help.
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U.S. COAST GUARD SHIP, ADLER:

“Mayday! Mayday! Something’s happening to the ship!”

The ship’s captain, Commander McBride, and the four men on the bridge stared through the windows, scanning the area for a ship. When they did not see one, the radio operator pressed the button on the microphone. “This is the U.S. Coast Guard ship, Adler. Who are you, and what’s your location?”

“This is the Americrude oil tanker Defiance, 49 degrees, 5 minutes south, and 123 west. Get us some help here! There’s something ... happening to the oil ... I think ... explode!”

“Defiance, you’re breaking up. Say again!”

Static erupted from the speaker, and McBride stared at the radio operator. “Try to get him back.”

McBride walked to the radarscope and stared at the screen. “It’s the only ship in that sector. Let’s go see what’s going on. Come left to course zero-eight-zero. All ahead flank speed.”
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When Alex arrived at the tanker, it was now riding high in the water, empty. He saw no one on deck, and no one answered when he yelled up from below, so he secured the sailboat to a ladder welded to the stern and boarded the ship.

On the main deck, he looked around, but didn’t see anyone. He went to the open inspection hatches and looked down inside, but there was no oil and no odor. He strolled through the dining room, seeing partially eaten meals that were still warn, and his instinct told him something was very wrong. He didn’t find anyone in the sleeping quarters, but through a window, he saw a Coast Guard cruiser pulling alongside and headed down the stairs.
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The thrumming of the Adler’s engines dropped to a low rumble as McBride stared through a set of binoculars at the rust-streaked black paint on the side of the behemoth oil tanker, forty feet away. Thin streams of black smoke trailed from the exhaust stack, but all forward movement had ceased. He scanned her entire length through the binoculars, but there was no sign of an explosion.

When he saw no one on deck or up on the bridge, McBride grabbed the microphone for the public-address system. “Ahoy, the Defiance. This is the United States Coast Guard responding to your mayday.” He waited several minutes for someone to appear, but the Defiance looked deserted. “Get the skiff in the water. I don’t know what happened here, but I intend to find out.”

McBride saw a man wearing blue jeans and a white sweatshirt appear on Defiance’s deck and stand at the railing. He grabbed a bullhorn, stepped through the hatch, and pointed it up at the man. “This is the Commander of the USS Adler. What’s going on?” The man hollered back, but the rumbling engines drowned out his voice and McBride pointed the horn at the man again. “I’m coming aboard.”
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With the Coast Guard cruiser on the opposite side from his sailboat, Alex realized the Commander would assume he was part of the crew. He dropped the boarding ladder over the side and leaned his forearms across the railing as he watched the procedure. The officer came across in a small launch and ascended the ladder with two of his sailors and continued across the deck to stop in front of him.

McBride realized the stranger was taller in person, about six-foot, with a rugged face marked by a few small scars. What stood out were his dark blue eyes below his thick black brows and wavy black hair. “Where do you get off calling in an explosion?”

Alex folded his arms across his chest and leaned back against the railing. “I didn’t. My name’s Alex Cave, and I’m not a member of the crew. I heard the distress call and came to help. As you can see, there was no explosion, but there’s no one on board either.”

“How did you get on board?”

Alex waved a hand across the deck. “My sailboat is tied off on the other side of the stern. I suggest you look around, Commander.”

“Did you see anything from your sailboat?”

“Just a bright blue light.”

A sailor with a portable radio interrupted. “We have the information about the ship, Commander.”

“Turn that thing up and let’s hear it.”

The sailor spoke into the radio and turned up the volume. A moment later, the voice of Adler’s radio operator came through the speaker. “The Defiance. United States registry, home port: Valdez, Alaska. It departed Valdez on March ninth, carrying 80,000 tons of heavy crude oil. Destination, March Point, Washington State. Seven crew members. That’s it, sir.”

McBride looked at Alex. “She looks empty to me, but it makes little sense. What made them abandon ship?”

“I don’t think they did. All the life rafts are still in the containers along the railing.”

“You don’t miss much, do you?” Alex grinned in reply. “Who the hell are you?”

“I’m a geophysics instructor from Montana, but I grew up in the area.”

“So, what do you intend to do?”

“I intend to get back on my sailboat and finish my vacation. This ship is in your hands now.”

McBride followed Alex across the deck to the opposite railing and to the stern. “I might need you as a witness in the investigation of what happened here.”

“You can contact me at the Montana State College.”

Alex climbed over the rail and descended the metal ladder down to his sailboat. He started the engine and untied the line, then waved up at McBride as he left.

McBride stared after Alex for a moment before turning and hurrying back across the deck with the sailors. “We’d better send a message to headquarters in Port Angeles. Tell them to search for an oil spill somewhere off the coast between here and Alaska.”
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Alex’s replayed every detail of the incident in his mind, searching for a logical answer. However, by sunset, when his boat was tied in her mooring slip, he had none. He decided it was now the Coast Guard’s problem, and after fixing a sandwich in the galley, he retired to the salon with a book.

Three hours later, he bolted upright in bed, his sheets soaked in sweat. It had been a year since the last recurring nightmare, but even now, he vividly saw the stretcher being wheeled out the door of his demolished apartment in Holland, and him raising the sheet, seeing the face of his beloved new bride, Sevi. He lay back on the bed, but it was an hour before he finally fell asleep.

Just after sunrise, he stepped off his sailboat and walked between the yachts and boats tied in the mooring slips of the marina. He could not stop pondering the fate of the Defiance’s crew as he walked up the ramp, past the marina office, and entered the restaurant.

Someone had left a newspaper on a vacant table, and he noticed the article about the tanker on the front page. He sat down to read it and ordered breakfast from the server. The Coast Guard reported there was no oil spill, but the reporter continued about past oil spills and the danger of having tankers enter Puget Sound.

He set the newspaper aside when his breakfast arrived and halfheartedly read the other articles on the front page as he ate, then an article on the lower corner caught his attention. SKIERS FIND SIX MEN FROZEN TO DEATH ON MT. BAKER.

The article named the two members of the ski patrol who found the bodies and they stated the dead men might have been drunk or part of a prank because five of them were wearing only tee shirts, jeans, and tennis shoes, and oddly, the sixth man was wearing oil-stained coveralls and smelled like diesel fuel. The Whatcom County Sheriff stated one of the dead men was carrying an Alaska driver’s license.

Alex set the paper aside while he finished his breakfast, but could not stop thinking about the article. The Defiance was out of Alaska, but she had seven men on board, and they discovered only six men on the mountain. Then again, the crew would be dressed like those men. The man in coveralls could be the ship’s mechanic. That’s ridiculous, he thought. How could they end up on a mountain so far away?

For his own peace of mind, he decided it was worth a little more investigation and called directory assistance for the number of the Coast Guard, and was connected.

“United States Coast Guard Station, Port Angeles,” a young male voice answered.

“The station commander, please.”

“Who should I say is calling, sir?”

“Alex Cave.”

A moment later, a female voice came on the line. “This is Captain Taylor, Mr. Cave. Commander McBride has explained what happened.”

“Have you found any of the crew?”

“Not yet.”

“Would you have the names of the crew members?”

“Yes. The skipper’s name was Joseph Bower.” She gave Alex the rest of the names. “Do you need a copy of the report?”

“Not right now. Thanks for the help.”

Alex called the newspaper and was transferred to the reporter who wrote the article. He asked the woman if she had learned the names of the six men and was informed the Whatcom County Sheriff’s Department in Bellingham wouldn’t release the information. Alex thanked her and thought about calling the Sheriff’s department himself, but assumed they would not give him the information over the phone. It’s just a coincidence, he thought again, but something tugged at the back of his mind. He called the local airport and made a reservation on a flight leaving for Bellingham in an hour.
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The flight took forty-five minutes to the Bellingham airport. From there, Alex took a taxi to the Whatcom County Sheriff’s Department and spoke to a deputy at the front desk. “I might have some information which could be helpful in your investigation of those men found on Mt. Baker.”

The deputy studied Alex for a moment. “Oh? And who are you?”

“Alex Cave. I’d like to know the name of the man with the Alaska driver’s license.”

“I won’t give out that kind of information without the sheriff’s approval.”

“Fine. Let me talk to the sheriff.”

“The sheriff’s a busy man. If you have anything to report, it’s your duty to tell me.”

Alex shrugged. “Fine. Solve it yourself.” He turned and walked toward the door.

“Wait a minute!”

Alex stopped and turned to look at the deputy, but didn’t approach the desk. He just stared at the young man.

“Just hang on a minute. I’ll see if the sheriff can spare a few minutes.”

The deputy picked up the phone and spoke. A few moments later, a tall man appeared behind the counter. “I’m Sheriff Ralston. What can you tell me about the men on Mt. Baker?”

Alex took a chance on his gut instinct. “I know where they came from.”

The sheriff studied Alex for a moment. “Come on back to my office.”

Once in the office, sheriff Ralston indicated a stiff wooden chair near the desk and sat on his own padded chair on the other side. “What do you know about all this?”

“Have you heard about the oil tanker the Coast Guard brought into Port Angeles?”

“Yes, I read about it in the paper. Why?”

“What the paper didn’t say is that the crew was missing. If my suspicions are correct, the skiers found them on Mt. Baker.”

The sheriff stared at Alex for a long moment, a skeptical grin forming on his lips. “Mr. Cave, most of those men were young, and this is a college town. It was probably some fraternity prank turned sour.”

“The paper said you found identification on one of the bodies.”

Ralston reached into the file basket on his desk and grabbed a folder. As the sheriff scanned through the first few pages, Alex sat up in tense anticipation. “Here it is. An older man had a driver’s license.”

“Was his name Joseph Bower?”

When the look in the sheriff’s eyes said he was right, Alex sighed with relief and leaned back in the chair. “Bower was the skipper of that tanker.”

The sheriff’s jaw went slack. “You’re kidding me.”

“I’m positive the fingerprints will match the ones taken from the ship. There should have been seven bodies. Did you search the area?”

“The ski patrol did. It was odd, though. They said they found the bodies in soft powder snow, but there weren’t any tracks leading in or out of the area. We can’t figure out how they got there.”

“Have you performed an autopsy yet?”

“Yes, and the coroner is baffled. It seems the blood in all the bodies was dehydrated, and he can’t figure out how it was done without heat.”

Alex stood up, brought out his wallet, and handed the sheriff one of his business cards. “I’d appreciate a call once you learn how the blood was dehydrated.”

The Sheriff looked at the card. “Why is a geophysics instructor interested in this case?”

“I love a mystery. Thanks for your help, Sheriff.”

Ralston accepted Alex’s hand and stared after him as he left the office, wondering how a college professor knew the dead men were from the tanker. He tossed the report back into the basket, then grabbed his phone and selected the number for the coroner.
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Alex’s mind kept turning over the facts, but nothing made sense. And what happened to the seventh crew member? He brought out his phone to call his friend Martin Donner, the United States Director of National Security. “Hello, Margaret, Alex here. Let me speak to director Donner, please.” He was put on hold for a moment, and then Donner’s image appeared on the screen.

“Hello, Alex. What can I do for you?”

Alex gave him a brief account of everything that had happened and everything he knew. “The whole situation is crazy, and I don’t have a clue how the bodies turned up a 150 miles away. The coroner doesn’t know what killed them, either.”

“Listen, Alex, I’ve just learned that a tanker ran aground in Brownsville, Texas, and it was also empty and abandoned.”

“Damn. Six people are already dead. Do me a favor, Martin. Make this official so I’ll get some cooperation and tell the authorities in Brownsville I’ll be down to investigate.”

“I’ll take care of it right away. Let me know what you find out.”

“I will.”

Alex caught a cab back to the local airport, and after a short delay, he got on a small aircraft for a ride to Seattle Tacoma International Airport. He booked the next flight to Brownsville, which would leave Seattle at 8:00 P.M.
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NORTHCENTRAL NEVADA:

At the end of his sermon inside his massive church, Menno Simons stared out over his gathering of 200 devout followers. Outside, over 100 more were sitting on the lawn or in chairs, listening to the speakers mounted on the building. They’re all mine to do with as I please, he thought. Only a handful of the thousands who follow my every command. The incredible sense of power he felt nearly made him giggle with delight, but as always, he kept his expression divine.

He looked at his mother, sitting in the front row. Her thin, straight hair was now gray, and he realized how frail she looked. He watched her bring an inhaler to her mouth and take a deep breath. Her asthma was getting bad, and the air pollution throughout the world was only making it worse for her. He hoped she lived long enough to see his dream come true.

Elizabeth Simons was the only member of the congregation not hypnotized by her son, even though her sense of pride was nearly overwhelming. From the morning she opened the door and found him lying naked on her porch, she felt the power radiating from his little body and knew he was destined to be a prominent leader.

He’s so handsome, she thought, since he didn’t look fifty-seven. Not a trace of gray showed in his thick blond hair, and his pale skin was still taut over his sharp-boned facial features. His hypnotic gray eyes were still clear and bright; a sharp contrast to his jet-black coat and trousers. She took a deep breath from her inhaler and sighed with pride.

Menno clasped the fist-sized gold cross hanging from a heavy gold chain around his neck; his signal, the meeting was finished. He turned and left the pulpit, disappearing through an ornate wooden door behind him.

His private chamber was sparsely furnished, as a constant reminder that he must maintain a humble image, though his wealth was staggering. He sat in a wooden swivel rocking chair behind a plain wooden desk and leaned back, placing his feet on the scarred surface before closing his eyes. The sermons always drained so much of his energy he needed some time to relax before taking care of business.

He heard a soft rapping at the door, but ignored it. Too soon. The door opened, and Menno looked to see who dared enter without being asked.

When Elizabeth stepped into the chamber, she saw the fury in her son’s eyes and was afraid of his response so she left the door open. “I’m sorry, but Desmond, Gary, and Peter have returned. I thought you might want to see them right away.”

The fury faded from Menno’s eyes. “Good news, I hope?” he asked in a smooth baritone voice.

“I think so.”

Menno watched her step back through the doorway before three young men stepped through, closing the door behind them. He gave them a questioning stare, and when all three men grinned, he clasped his hands together with a sharp clap. “Wonderful! Marvelous! I want to hear all about it.”

Desmond told his tale about the oil tanker in Washington. “One man was vaporized, and we dropped the rest of the crew in the snow on a mountain. Trying to figure out how they got there should drive them crazy.”

Menno listened to Peter’s story about the Arco tanker in the Gulf of Mexico. “Are there any witnesses?”

A smirk formed on Peter’s lips. “Not anymore.”

Gary Darven hesitated only a second and then explained what had happened with the Alaska pipeline. “I didn’t have much time, but everything’s fine.”

Menno stared at Darven for a moment. He caught the hesitation and knew there must be more to it, but was so elated his dream was coming true, he decided not to press him for the moment. “Then it begins,” Menno announced as he clasped the gold cross hanging from a chain around his neck.

The three men left the chamber, and a moment later, Elizabeth stepped through the door, closing it firmly, concern in her expression while staring at her son. “Well?”

Menno smirked. “It has begun.” He watched his mother’s smile create more wrinkles on her lined face and saw her eyes sparkle for the first time in years.
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Two hours later, Menno and Elizabeth arrived at his private research facility twenty miles south of town. They stepped out of the limousine, entered the two-story cement building, and walked to his office. A few minutes later, the director of the facility entered and Menno grabbed the frail-looking man by the shoulders. “It’s started! They did exactly what I expected, Gerard. Well done.”

Gerard smiled. “Thank you. The genetic engineers will be pleased. You should make millions selling these granules to the oil companies.”

Menno’s smile faded. “I already have millions, Gerard. I will tell no one about this discovery, and neither will you.”

Gerard was puzzled. “I thought you wanted to . . .” Menno grabbed the cross, so Gerard reached into his coat pocket and brought out a three-quarter-inch-thick by three-inch-diameter crystal. “When can we experiment with these?”

Menno stared at the crystal and then looked into Gerard’s eyes. “Not until I’ve proven my point to the world. In the meantime, I’m shutting down this facility. We have enough to do what I want done.”

Gerard was shocked. “But we don’t know what these are! We have to . . .”

Menno grabbed the gold cross, and Gerard instantly stopped his protest. “I know what they are. You may go.”

Gerard hesitated for a moment and then left the office.

Menno looked at his mother. “I will gather my followers in three days and put an end to the pollution.”

“What about the director and his engineers? If they tell anyone, the government will try to stop you.”

Menno smirked. “I don’t think we’ll be bothered by the government, Mother. We must leave.”
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Gerard returned to his office and stared at the crystal while he thought about what Menno had said. He thought it was wrong, not telling the world what he created. If Menno didn’t want the fortune they could make from selling this new technology, why shouldn’t he have it?

Gerard looked up at the wall safe. All the information about their research was on the flash drive, and he could take it to another company and make millions of dollars. “To hell with you, Menno, you environmental fanatic. I want to be rich!”

He walked to the safe and grabbed the electronic storage device. A flash of light filled the room as the building disappeared.

***
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Menno and Elizabeth watched a brilliant flash appeared in the distance. A moment later, they heard a muffled explosion as an enormous cloud of dust soared into the air above the flash. He helped her into the limousine, got in, and they drove away.
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TEXAS:

The morning sun flashed off the Gulf of Mexico as the jet airliner circled Brownsville International Airport. Alex stared out the window at the sprawling city below, where luxurious hotels lined the white sand beaches for miles on both sides of the city, and small boats skimmed across the light blue water. South of the city, the behemoth oil tanker appeared obscenely out of place with its bow so close to the shore in front of the million-dollar homes lining the beach. What’s happening to the tankers? Six men are dead with no explanation of how or why. He sincerely hoped the crew from this tanker escaped whatever had taken the lives of the Defiance’s crew.
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AIR TERMINAL:

Alex glanced at a television screen inside a bar as he strolled along the walkway and saw the outside temperature was in the upper seventies, with a promise of climbing higher. He walked directly to the men’s room and changed into shorts, a polo shirt, and white tennis shoes. His next stop was the car-rental desk, where he received the keys to a vehicle and a map of the city. When the young man handed him a small envelope, Alex tore it open and retrieved the government identification card Director Donner had sent him.

While he drove south along a two-lane road following the shoreline, the air smelled of seaweed and the blue water of the gulf stretched away to the horizon. He continued past several mansions toward the tanker, and as he got closer, saw several police vehicles and television news vans parked on the asphalt driveway of a two-million-dollar home.

He found a place to park and climbed out of the sedan, then strolled over to the police officer keeping the public at bay. He continued past the barricade and walked around the side of the house, emerging on the white sand 100 feet from the water. The tanker was another 100 feet from shore, as if trying to make it to the small wooden boat dock in front of the house. Bold blue letters across the black bow stated the ship belonged to the West Gulf Corporation.

Alex approached one of the two men near the shore, who was dressed in a tan police uniform and matching cowboy hat. The other was tall, but exceedingly overweight, and dressed in dark blue shorts and matching lightweight shirt, but Alex extended his hand to the police officer, a lean man in his late forties. “I’m Alex Cave. I believe you’re expecting me.”

“I’m Sheriff Jackson, and this is Kirt Hendrick, the representative from West Gulf.”

Alex accepted Hendrick’s handshake, but cringed at the limp grip and turned to face the sheriff. “Fill me in on what you’ve discovered so far.”

Hendrick interrupted before Jackson could speak. “I can’t figure it out, Mr. Cave. Yesterday evening, she left the offshore oil rig with 15,000 tons of crude, but she was empty when she ran aground here eight hours later.”

“What about the crew?”

“There were eight, but there’s no sign of them. They must have abandoned ship out in the gulf.”

When Alex noticed the life rafts were still in the brackets on the ship, his gut tightened into a knot and he stared at the sheriff. “Did the residents in the area see anything unusual?”

“These folks aren’t home, and the neighbors said they saw the tanker for the first time yesterday morning.”

“Did the tanker radio in that they had problems?”

“The Coast Guard received a short mayday, but no one answered when they replied. They’ve been searching the gulf by helicopter all night, but only found an overturned pleasure boat with a man and woman sitting on the hull. The Coast Guard had a shrimp trawler pick them up.”

“I’d like to ask them some questions later. Have you been down in the cargo hold?”

Hendrick grinned. “Now, why would I want to go down there? You can see she’s empty. The Coast Guard has been searching for an oil slick and the crew.”

“I’d like to go on board.”

Hendrick led Alex and the sheriff down the dock and onto the nineteen foot motorboat belonging to West Gulf Corporation, fired up the outboard engine, and drove them out to the tanker. To Alex, the ship appeared twice the size of the Defiance, at about 100 feet from deck to waterline.

When they tied off to the boarding ladder hanging down from the main deck, Alex was the first to climb up, followed by the sheriff. Both of them thought Hendrick might not make it to the top of the ladder, and when he finally crawled onto the deck, the big man spent several minutes catching his breath. A few minutes later, Hendrick led him and the sheriff into the crew quarters.

The bunks were made and the room appeared undisturbed. They continued to the galley, which was orderly, and Hendrick waited below while Alex and the sheriff climbed the stairs to the bridge, which was also in perfect condition. “This is a new twist, Sheriff. Apparently, someone stole thousands of tons of crude oil with no resistance from the crew.”

Alex and the sheriff rejoined Hendrick on deck, and Alex pointed toward the long, capsule-shaped objects fastened to the railing. “Doesn’t it strike you as odd they didn’t use the life rafts?”

Hendrick studied the capsules. “Doesn’t make sense, does it?”

Alex led Hendrick and the sheriff to the nearest open inspection hatches and peered into the hold, and then grinned at them. “Care to come along?”

Hendrick chuckled. “No, thanks.”

The Sheriff shook his head no. “I’ll take your word on what you find down there.”

Alex disappeared down the ladder, and several minutes later, the two men stared at him with looks of astonishment when he returned without a trace of oil on him or his clothes.

“What the hell?” said Hendrick.

Alex smirked at him. “I’ve seen enough.”
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Once back on shore, the three men stared at the tanker for a moment, and then Alex had a hunch and turned to the sheriff. “I imagine you have a helicopter at your disposal. I’d like to use it for a search, if you don’t mind.”

“The Coast Guard is already searching.”

“So you’ve told me, but they’re searching the gulf. I want to search the desert.”

The sheriff squinted and put his hands on his hips. “You seem to have a lot of pull, Mr. Cave. Just who the hell are you, anyway? The governor called me personally and said to delay them from moving the tanker until you arrived. Told me to give you whatever help you need.”

“Once in a while, the government asks for my help.”

The sheriff stared at Alex for a moment and then spoke into his portable radio. “I need a chopper to pick up me and a passenger on the road near the tanker. Tell them to make sure the fuel tank is full because we’ll be searching for a while.”

Hendrick waved a hand toward the water. “What about my ship? It’ll be high tide in two hours. I need to get it towed back out to sea.”

“I’m through with her, but I’d like a list of the names and addresses of the crew. Have it sent to the sheriff’s office as soon as possible, and I’ll pick it up when I get back.”

“No problem.”

When they heard the helicopter approaching, Alex and the sheriff walked to the road. They shielded their eyes from the billowing sand as the blue police helicopter set down, and then Alex sat in front with the pilot, with the sheriff in the back seat.

The pilot looked over at Alex. “Which direction?”

“Inland, about a hundred miles.”

The helicopter took off and swung northwest, as mile after mile of green farmland passed below. They flew back and forth, north and south, each time extending farther west and deeper into the desert, until an hour later, when the pilot informed them there was only enough fuel for the return trip and the sheriff told him to head back. “I gave you the benefit of the doubt, Mr. Cave, but we’re just wasting time. Ain’t no way those sailors are out here.”

Alex was sure he would find the crew from the tanker on land, just like up in Washington, but he had to admit the idea sounded crazy to someone not familiar with the incident. As they approached the homes along the coast, Alex saw the tanker being towed away from the shoreline by a large tugboat. The helicopter set down on the road, and Alex and the sheriff jumped out of the side door. When it departed, the two men stared at the receding tanker for a few minutes while Hendrick approached.

The sheriff studied Alex. “Look, Mr. Cave. It’s been a long night, and I’m leaving.”

“Thanks, Sheriff. Sorry for the inconvenience. I appreciate the help.”

When the sheriff walked away, Hendrick moved into Alex’s view. “Any luck, Mr. Cave?” The look in Alex’s eyes was his answer, so he smirked at him. “I didn’t think you would.”

Alex looked at him and grinned. “Yesterday, there was another tanker incident similar to this one. They found the crew in the snow on a mountaintop, 150 miles away.”

When Hendrick’s jaw dropped open in bewilderment, Alex walked back to his car. As he drove away, he looked in the rearview mirror and saw Hendrick staring after him.
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Alex was heading back to town when his phone rang, but he didn’t recognize the number. “Hello?”

“Sheriff Jackson here, Mr. Cave. I, uh, I owe you an apology. It seems you were right. A rancher found the seven of the eight men from the tanker on his ranch just outside Austin. Six of them are dead, but one’s still alive. Busted up pretty bad, but the hospital says he might make it.”

“Where are the bodies now?”

“At the General Hospital, in Austin.”

“I’m on my way.”

“I’ll call and let them know you’re coming.”

***
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AUSTIN:

Alex hurried into the hospital to the woman at the front desk, who gave him directions to the emergency ward. A different man in a tan police uniform was standing outside the door to the intensive care room, and they shook hands.

“I’m Sheriff Earl Bowdy, Mr. Cave. Sheriff Jackson said you’d be coming, so I wanted to be here.”

“I appreciate it. How’s he doing?”

“Damned if I know how he’s even alive. The doctor says his whole spine is a bunch of fractured bones. Early indications are he’s paralyzed from the neck down. They have him heavily sedated, and the doctor says he probably won’t regain consciousness for a while.”

“Was he conscious when you arrived at the ranch?”

“Nope. They were already loading him into the ambulance by the time I got there. The old man who found them said the man was mumbling when he first found him, but we didn’t find a single sign of how they got there. No footprints, no tire tracks, nothing.”

“Have you identified the bodies?”

“Yeah, they were all carrying identification, and they match Sheriff Jackson’s list from the oil tanker.”

“I’d like to talk to the rancher.”

Bowdy gave him directions. “His name is Gus Tilman. He’s an ornery old cuss. Wouldn’t say much when I spoke to him.”

Alex gave him his card. “If he regains consciousness, I’d appreciate it if you would call me at this number.”

***
[image: ]


The air smelled of sagebrush as Alex drove along a dirt road across the desert, leaving a cloud of brown dust in his wake. Half an hour later, he saw the faded name Tilman on a battered mailbox. He parked next to an older model pickup truck in front of a doublewide mobile home sitting on cement blocks and climbed out, and behind it was a large wooden structure that might have been a barn.

When no one came out of the mobile, he shut off the engine and climbed out of the car. He walked up the rickety wooden steps and pushed the doorbell button, but no one answered, so he knocked loudly.

When no one came to the door, he walked around the mobile toward the wooden building behind it. Dust from the dry dirt swirled around his tennis shoes as he walked past several pieces of rusted farm equipment partially hidden by overgrown weeds. The building was old and gray with a flat-sloped roof and had several additions crudely built onto both sides, but every part of the structure needed repair.

“Anybody here?” Alex hollered as he approached the weathered building.

The door on the first addition opened, and a short, skinny man appeared. He was dressed in oil-stained jeans, badly scuffed cowboy boots, and a tee shirt that might have been white at one time. He was also wearing an old, sweat-stained cowboy hat. As Alex walked closer, he saw the man’s face was as weathered as the building, and his deep wrinkles gave the impression of a prune with the texture of rawhide.

Gus Tilman stared up at Alex. “What can I do for ya?”

“My name’s Alex Cave, Mr. Tilman. I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

Tilman pulled a rag from his back pocket, lifted his hat, and wiped the tattered cloth across his bald head. “Nothing that can’t wait. What’s on your mind?”

“It’s about the men you found. The sheriff said one of them was mumbling.”

Tilman gave Alex a quizzical stare. “You don’t look like a lawman, not dressed in them duds.”

Alex grinned. “You’re right, I’m not. I’m a teacher at a college in Montana.”

Tilman’s leather face looked as though it would crack when he smiled. “Montana,” he said wistfully. “I always wanted to move there. Seen pictures of it when I was a boy. Gaud almighty, that’s pretty country.”

Tilman took on a faraway look as he stared into the distance for a moment before looking back at Alex. “A teacher, you say? I have a lot of respect for teachers. Never made it past the tenth grade, myself. Lied about my age and joined the Army when I was sixteen. Anyhow, why’s a teacher interested in those men?”

“It’s a long story, but basically, I’m just curious.”

Tilman stared at Alex for a moment. “Yeah, the man was hurting something fearful. Kept mumbling about a bright light.”

“Do you remember his exact words?”

Tilman rubbed his jaw as he thought about it. “Seems to me he said something like, ‘Stay away from the blue light. I have to hide.’ He must have been delirious.”

“Anything else you can remember, Mr. Tilman? Anything at all?”

“Not in particular.”

Alex extended his hand. “Thanks for your help.”

Tilman smiled. “You keep on teaching, you hear?”

“I will.”

Alex turned and headed toward his car and reached the corner of the mobile home when he heard Tilman yell his name. He stopped, turned around, and saw Tilman shuffling toward him with small clouds of dust swirling around his boots.

“Come to think of it, he said something about a ship. Must have been delirious, though.”

“Thanks again.”

Alex continued to his car, climbed in, and waved at Tilman as he drove away. On the drive back to Brownsville, Alex kept repeating the words the injured crew member had mumbled to Tilman. And where did the crew member see a second ship?

Alex looked at the small monitor in the dashboard of the sedan and saw he had an incoming call, so pressed accept. “Hello?”

“Sheriff Jackson here, Alex. I got a preliminary autopsy report, and the coroner is baffled. It seems the blood in all the bodies of the crew has been dehydrated. Must have been the dry desert air.”

“It was the same in the bodies of the Defiance’s crew. I appreciate the call.”

“Did you meet Tilman?”

“Yes, but he wasn’t much help, so I’m heading home tomorrow.”

“Good luck, and let me know if you figure out what happened.”

“I’ll try. Thanks for your help.”

***
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It was nearly dark when Alex checked into a hotel room. He tried calling Donner and had to leave a message, then ordered dinner from room service. While he waited, he sat at the desk and wrote the details he had discovered so far, churning them over and over in his mind, trying to come up with some logical conclusion, but an answer eluded him. His dinner arrived, and he ate at the desk, occasionally jotting down his thoughts.

He finished the dinner, and after a quick shower, crawled into bed and turned on the television, switching channels until he found a news broadcast. He wasn’t listening too close while his mind churned over the strange events of the past three days until a map of Alaska flashed on the screen and the camera zoomed in on an oil tanker in Prince William Sound. He grabbed the remote control and increased the volume.

“The Exxon Valdez incident. This is the way it looked after the spill,” the female announcer was saying as the picture changed to show work crews in yellow rubber coats and pants cleaning up the thick, slimy crude oil along the rocky shoreline. The picture changed again, and a dotted line ran down across a map of Alaska. “The pipeline was completed in 1974, using state-of-the-art technology, and it is supposed to be impossible for a rupture to occur. In a statement released an hour ago, authorities said they don’t think the pipeline is ruptured, but they refuse to speculate on why the oil from Prudhoe Bay has failed to reach its destination in Valdez. They have shut down the pumping stations and crews have been dispatched to check every foot of the pipeline for any sign of leakage. Some sections can’t be searched because of the severe snowstorm that has moved over the area. Our meteorologist, Mike Banner, will explain what’s going on.”

His phone rang, and Alex saw Donner’s image. “Hey, Martin.”

“We have a major problem in Alaska.”

“I know. I just saw the news broadcast.”

“Listen, Alex. This is no longer just an investigation. The President called a moment ago and informed me the Joint Chiefs think someone is sabotaging our domestic oil supplies. I don’t have to tell you what that will do to our nation, and he wants an all-out effort to find who’s behind it and stop them any way we can.”

Alex didn’t reply for a moment as he thought about sabotage. “I’ll fly up to Valdez on the next available flight.”

“Good, I’m putting you in charge of the investigation, and I’ll call and tell them you’re coming. What have you discovered there?”

“It’s almost identical to the incident with the Americrude tanker.” Alex explained all he knew. “We’ll know more when the survivor regains consciousness.”

“Okay, stay on top of it. Call me day or night if you find out anything.”

“I will. I’ll send you the names of the crew members, and I’d like a background check on them as soon as possible.”

“Okay, I’ll see to it.”

“Thanks, Martin.”

Alex hung up and called a travel agency, and the next connecting flight to Alaska was in three hours, so he booked a seat. He packed his tote bag, grabbed his notes from the desk, and shoved them inside. After checking out of the hotel, he caught a cab to the airport, hoping he could get some sleep during the long flight to Alaska.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4
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VALDEZ, ALASKA:

Alex managed a few hours of sleep on the flight from Brownsville, and during the two-hour layover in Seattle, he purchased warmer clothing and an additional suitcase. His next stop was Anchorage, Alaska, where he joined two elderly women on a small plane bound for the southern end of the Alaska pipeline in the town of Valdez.

They landed on a runway covered with brown-colored snow and taxied to the small air terminal, where Alex opened the door, allowing the cold air into the plane. When he stepped out, he noticed a sign on top of the air terminal showing twenty-two degrees Fahrenheit.

After helping the women climb out, he entered the small passenger terminal and looked around, then noticed a petite woman standing a short distance away, staring at him. She smiled warmly and walked toward him.

“You must be Mr. Cave,” she said in a slightly husky voice, and held out her hand. “I’m Christa Avery.”

Alex accepted and felt a firm grip. “Nice to meet you, Miss Avery. Are you in charge here?”

She grinned at him. “No, I’m just part of the hired help for the All Alaska Company.”

“Come again?”

“All the major oil companies joined forces to build the pipeline under the name All Alaska Corporation.”

“What do you do?”

“I do the brain work for the corporation and I think I can help with your investigation.”

“Do you know about the tanker incident in Brownsville, Texas?”

“Not all the details. You can fill us in on the way to the loading docks. I have a ride waiting outside.”

Alex grabbed his bags, and together they left the terminal and strolled across hard-packed snow through the chilly evening air. White smoke blossomed from the exhaust of a black SUV, with ALL ALASKA in white letters painted on the door. As they approached, the driver’s door opened and an enormous man wearing a heavy orange parka crawled out, and Christa introduced him.

“Mr. Cave, this is the head honcho for the pipeline, Jerhamia Peterson.”

Judging by his blond hair and light blue eyes, he appeared to be of Norwegian descent, and Alex’s first impression was Peterson had just stepped off a Viking longboat. The hand he extended was nearly twice as big as his hand was, and he estimated Peterson stood six foot six and weighed about 280 pounds.

“Everyone calls me Bull,” Peterson said in a deep voice.

Alex grinned. “I can see why. It’s nice to meet you.” He looked at Christa. “Since we’ll be working together, let’s use first names.”

“Fine with me.”

Bull opened the tailgate. “Put your bags in and I’ll take you to our office.”

Alex tossed his bags inside, and climbed into the back seat while Christa sat up front with Bull. On the drive to the office, Alex filled them in on what he had discovered in Brownsville.

“The incident on the West Gulf tanker was the same as the Defiance. Not a trace of oil was left in the hold. We lucked out with the crew, though. There’s a survivor, and when he regains consciousness, I hope we’ll learn what happened. What bothers me is what happened to the other crew member? We’ve learned their names, and I’ve asked for a background check on each of them.”

As they drove past the loading dock, Alex saw the Defiance moored to the docks. Bull stopped in front of a single story building with the company logo above the door and light gray smoke escaping from a single silver stack on the roof.

They climbed out and followed Christa into the building, where it was warm in the sparsely furnished office. They removed their parkas and hung them near the door, and then Bull introduced them to a wiry little man sitting at one of the desks. “This is Herb Whitetail, our station manager.”

Herb was a native Alaskan, with long black hair streaked with gray tied in a long braided tail, as he got up and shook Alex’s hand. “Everybody calls me Herb, Mr. Cave.”

“Just Alex, will do.”

“I’ll show you what’s going on.”

Herb walked to a large white-board with columns of numbers scrawled across it. When he released a pin and flipped it over, a large map of Alaska was tacked to the other side, and a narrow red line depicted the pipeline.

“Late yesterday afternoon, the engineers at pumping station thirteen reported a low pressure alarm. We called the primary station in Prudhoe Bay, and they were still pumping oil into the line at 83,000 barrels an hour. We knew immediately something was wrong and shut everything down and closed all 142 valves in the line. The problem is here, at pumping station twelve, just west of Black Rapids. They’re the only one we haven’t heard from. Unfortunately, the storm is stopping us from finding out why.”

“And here’s the kicker,” Bull added. “When we checked the reservoirs here, we discovered they were empty except for a few inches of sea water.”

“That’s interesting. I found salt water on the floor in the hold of the West Gulf tanker. How much oil was in your reservoirs?”

“About six million barrels, give or take, plus whatever was in the pipeline.”

“And it just vanished without a trace?” He looked at Herb. “Can you estimate when this started?”

“Already have. We move two million barrels a day through the line, and I figured the sea water began replacing the oil on the twelfth of March.”

“That’s the same day the Defiance was attacked,” Bull added. “She was the last tanker to receive a full load of crude. What bugs me is how sea water got into the line from the middle of Alaska.”

Alex turned to Herb. “Any idea when the storm will break?”

Herb shrugged. “Sometime tonight, if the forecasters are right.”

Christa got Alex’s attention. “I’ve made arrangements for you at the hotel.”

“Thanks. It’s getting late, and I have a few calls to make.”

Christa followed him to the coat rack and they put on their parkas. “I’ll drive you to the hotel. Goodnight, boys. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Alex and Christa stepped outside and Alex pulled his suitcases from the SUV and put it in Christa’s small car, then they got in and she drove him to the hotel and parked out front. They got out, and she waited while he grabbed his suitcase. “Can I buy you a drink?”

Alex stopped to look down at her. “That’s the best offer I’ve had all day.”

They continued without speaking and entered the hotel where Alex checked in and asked for his bags to be taken to his room. Once he had his room card, they entered the dimly lit cocktail lounge and sat at a small table.

“So, Alex. Where are you from?”

“I have a small ranch outside of Bozeman, Montana.”

“And you work for the government?”

“Sometimes. I’m more of a consultant now. I spend most of my time teaching at the college.”

“Oh? What do you teach?”

“Geology and geophysics.”

The server arrived, and they ordered, and Christa felt strangely attracted to Alex and wondered why. He wasn’t exactly handsome, but decent looking. “Are you married?” She saw a trace of anguish in his expression as he looked away. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

Alex looked back and saw her embarrassment. “Don’t be. It’s just a sore spot, is all. I was married, but she was killed three years ago.”

Christa saw his painful smile and felt a strange urge to share his misery. “I’m sorry. What happened?”

“I met Sevi when I was an agent in Holland, and after a whirlwind courtship, we were married.”

Christa saw him smile at the thought and wondered what Sevi looked like. “Agent, like in CIA?”

Alex’s smile turned to a look of hatred. “Yeah. I made a few enemies over the years, and they decided to get even by planting a bomb in our apartment. One with a timer activated when the door was opened. I was five blocks away when I heard the explosion, but I wasn’t sure what it was from. When I arrived at our block, I saw the windows blown out of the apartment.”

“Was she there?”

Alex gave her a solemn nod that she was. “The police and fire departments had already arrived, and the ambulance crew was bringing a body out on a stretcher. I had a sinking feeling deep in my stomach, even before I pulled back the blanket. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, and my mind just went blank. I don’t remember everything that happened over the next few days, but later I learned I went crazy
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