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T-MINUS 96 HOURS

Rijah Ellhad strode confidently through the deep Alaskan woods.  He was literally in the middle of nowhere having parachuted into a small clearing earlier that morning and now hiking toward his destination; a small unnamed lake chosen carefully for its remoteness.  Dressed completely in hunter’s camouflage, he traveled light carrying a backpack with rations and water, a pair of high-quality binoculars, a small pouch attached to his belt, a hunting knife and a Bushmaster AR-15 military styled rifle, which featured a red-dot optical sight, a sound suppressor and a high-intensity LED light mounted underneath.  A fore grip accompanied the rear pistol grip.  The sound suppressor was screwed onto the end of the barrel.  He carried two forty-round magazines loaded alternately with fragmentation bullets and armor piercing.  The gun was capable of firing either the.  223 or NATO 5.56-caliber round.  He also carried a second waterproof pack affixed to the bottom of his backpack.  This pack contained numerous specialty items that were required for the completion of his mission.

He paused for a quick drink of water.  It was early summer and the temperature was in the mid-sixties with surprisingly few bugs.  He continued his journey.  It was nearing sundown when he arrived at the lake.  He stopped and surveyed the area.  He retrieved his binoculars and carefully scanned the entire shoreline.  Not a sign of another person anywhere.  He smiled.  Smaller than I thought.  He worked quickly.  He removed his backpack and donned some of the gear from the smaller pack; a special lightweight hazmat suit including gloves and full head mask.

He removed one more item from the pack, a small metal case.  With some difficulty he was able to unlatch the twin catches and open it.  Very carefully he removed a very small item that resembled a medical pill vial.  He walked down to the lake.  Warily he tossed it about fifteen feet out from the water’s edge.  Turning, he quickly walked back to where he’d left the remainder of his gear.  He rapidly gathered it up and strapped everything back into place.  He slung his AR-15 rifle over his shoulder and then proceeded to walk back the way he had come.  He’d been instructed to stay back a quarter mile from the lake.  He doubled that distance to be safe.  It was just getting dark when he found a spot to camp for the night although his only camping gear consisted of a small heat-retention blanket.

He was used to sparse gear.  In another life he was a captain in the Iraqi Republican Guard, one of eight officers who made it out of Iraq before the fall of Saddam Hussein.  It was a group that had sworn vengeance on America.

He’d been told to wait twelve hours before returning to the lake.  He waited fourteen.  Once again donning the hazmat gear he walked down to observe.  He took out a small digital camera and took half a dozen photos.  He stared at the scene before him, barely believing his eyes.  The fish floating on the lake were so thick he felt he could have walked across to the other side upon them.  A chill went up his spine.  He was prepared to see dead fish but nothing like this.  He took two more pictures and then left.  He had a healthy hike ahead of him to where he would be picked up by helicopter.  When he left his chill went with him.

Chapter 1

Sitting behind his desk in the Oval Office which was brightened by the natural light coming through the three large perfectly clear and bullet-resistant windows at his back, newly elected President, Robert Williams, had secretly changed one rule in the manner America was to fight terrorism.  He had added a new element, one that only a handful of people knew about.  This new tactic was highly illegal but one that he felt was necessary.  He put his country’s safety above all else including the law as currently written.

A white nondescript van coming out of Mexico and crossing through Texas had set off radiation-detection devices at the border.  These had been installed at all major border crossings between the United States and both Canada and Mexico, the result of a botched attempt to set off a dirty nuclear bomb in Madison Square Garden that through no more than sheer dumb luck had failed.

The FBI had been shadowing the van by automobile and helicopter.  It was being carefully watched with no chance of it slipping away.  Several high-resolution photographs had been taken of the driver.  The result indicated the driver did not fit any profile thought to resemble a potential terrorist.  The van’s plates had been run.  Surprisingly it turned out to be not a rental but one belonging to an established business that had been operating for more than thirty years, a used medical equipment supply house.

President Williams met with his Director of the FBI, Matt Sanderson; Director of the NSA, Elliott Ragar; and Charles Rockford, the Director of Homeland Security.

Sanderson spoke first.  “Mr.  President, by all accounts this van does not appear to be a threat.  I think we should have the van stopped and checked to confirm but I’m not particularly concerned.”

“Matt, what is your take on this?” asked the President.

“I think its hauling used x-ray equipment.  Bought cheap in Mexico and brought here to be sold.  We’ve checked this company out thoroughly and this seems to be routine for them.”

“Anyone else have any thoughts?” the President asked.

The other two men in attendance merely shook their heads.

“Keep on it,” directed the President.

The three men got up from their chairs and left.  The President pondered a moment and then decided to make a phone call.  Using a secure line he called Captain Richard Starr, retired, the unofficial leader of his “group.”  Under the umbrella of the new President’s Department of the Presidential Office, or DPO, this unit was assigned the task of locating, identifying and eliminating terrorist targets the President designated.  This quartet had free rein on how that was accomplished.  It consisted of four members; Starr, the nuts-and-bolts leader; Sergeant Marvin Styles, USMC “Force Recon Sniper,” retired; Darlene Phillips, arguably the world’s best computer hacker; and J. C. Christman, a TOP GUN flight instructor.  President Williams had given this party everything they might require to carry out their missions.  Starr and the President had been friends most of their lives.  There was an unbreakable bond of trust between the two men.  It was Starr, a former marine commander, whom the President had approached when the beginning of the idea to change strategy against the terrorists had emerged in his mind.  Starr had commanded Styles for a long stint while both were in the marines.  Those two over the years had developed a trusting friendship.  Styles, though never admitting it, considered Starr his best friend.  The phone call connected.

“Sir,” Starr answered.

“Richard, I wanted to give you a heads-up.  That van we’ve been tracking appears to be a nonthreat at this time.  It’s believed to be carrying used medical equipment, probably x-ray machines of some type so your group can stand down for the moment.  If anything changes I’ll get right back with you.”

“Understood, Sir.” The call ended.

***
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STARR CAME OUT OF THE communications room at the property he and Styles considered home and sat down at the kitchen table across from Styles who was just finishing a cup of coffee.

“Want some coffee?” Styles asked.

“No, thanks.  Are you going exploring or something?” he asked, noting Styles’ appearance as he was dressed in full camo.

“No.  I want to check on a few things over by the bluff,” he replied referring to the rearward side of the property.  “Anything up?”

“The Man just called.  That van they had under surveillance appears to be legit.  It seems to be hauling medical equipment so we can relax for a bit.”

“Good to hear.  Not the relaxation but the lack of threat,” Styles replied.

“Yeah.”

They were back at the Ranch which consisted of three hundred acres located in eastern Tennessee.  It featured the main house, two guest cabins for Christman and Phillips when they were required to be on-site, two barns and an extensive training course for Styles including two firing ranges.  Styles also had a gym set up in one of the barns.  He had a training routine that would make a world-class athlete hurt just to watch.  They had been back for less than twelve hours since ending their mission in Saudi Arabia.  Darlene Phillips had been dropped off outside of DC so she could return to her apartment and Christman was in his cabin probably sleeping.  It had been a long and stressful flight especially getting out of Saudi Arabia.

Starr went into the kitchen, coming back with a pizza that he had thrown into the oven twenty minutes earlier.  He tossed it into the middle of the table along with two plates.

“I swear, Starr, if I eat any more pizza I don’t know if I’ll shoot you or me.”

“Quit your bitching.  It was fast and I didn’t feel like cooking.  If you don’t want it, don’t eat it.”

“Bite me,” he said as he reached over and grabbed a slice.  “Probably oughta call Phillips and tell her we’re off the hook for now.  We can wait till J. C. wakes up.”

“Yeah,” Starr agreed.  He dialed Phillips who answered immediately.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“We’re standing down.  The van doesn’t appear to be a threat.  Anything changes I’ll be in touch.”

“Crap.  I just packed two bags.”

“Well, now you’re ready for the next trip.  See?  Your time wasn’t wasted.”

“Thanks, Starr.”

“Anytime.  Later.”  He hung up.

Styles just chuckled.  “It sounds like she was pretty set to go.”

“Yeah, almost disappointed I think.  We got lucky when the President assigned her to us.”

“You’re right about that.  We can’t tell her though.”  They grinned at each other.

Styles got up and went into the kitchen to pour another cup of coffee and returned to see Starr toss two strips of pizza crust onto his paper towel that was being used as a napkin.  “Didn’t take you long to wolf those down,” he remarked receiving a burp in reply.

Starr commented, “You know, that was a hell of a trip we just took.”

Styles paused and then responded, “That’s straight.  I’ve been going over it in my head and overall I think we did a damned good job.  We took out some primary targets and except for that incident with Phillip, didn’t run into any real problems.  J. C. did a good job getting our asses outta there.”

“Yeah, he did,” Starr concurred.

After a few moments of silence Starr spoke again.  “Did you notice that after the President’s phone call on the plane, Phillips went to the bathroom?”

“Yeah.  As a matter of fact I did.”

“Think she made a phone call?”

“I’d bet my ass on it.  I’ve got a real strong feeling that somewhere back in Germany one might find a corpse with no head.”

Chapter 2

Somewhere in a secret location Karyn Mason was enjoying a cup of hot chocolate.  It was a homemade beverage that she brought in with her as opposed to the packaged instant mix that she detested.  It was exactly one thirty in the afternoon.  A light on one of her screens lit up.  She immediately put down her cup and focused all her attention on that screen.  It was not a typical computer screen but rather a large sixty-inch LED state-of-the-art monitor with crystal-clear resolution that allowed her sharp eyes to take in all the details sent back from the Keyhole satellite she was monitoring.  She never ceased to be amazed at how clear of a picture she would be looking at considering it was taken over ninety miles above the planet.

Karyn knew that any given point in time there were an extraordinary number of satellites orbiting the earth for countless reasons; such as communications, weather tracking, and perhaps the most important, surveillance.  The number of spy satellites is completely unknown.  Multiple units are programmed for specific purposes.  One might make numerous passes far above the earth and file what it sees.  When any obvious difference is observed it immediately turns its attention to whatever is different or out of the ordinary from what it’s previously filed programs have observed and recorded.  Artificial Intelligence in the works.

Within seconds her fingers were moving quickly around one of her many keyboards.  She brought up the area that had set off the alarm.  No loud ringing bells or buzzers, just a simple red light.  She found herself looking at a small lake but it didn’t look like a lake at all.  She brought up the image on file to a similar monitor beside the one she was observing.  That screen showed a pristine Alaskan small body of water that was a bright blue in color, the result from the reflection of a cloudless sky.  She turned her attention back to the original screen.  She zoomed in even closer.  Finally it dawned on her exactly what she was looking at and she audibly gasped.  Dead fish were floating on the surface.  From shore to shore it was nothing but a solid mass of lifeless fish.  She could not see a single patch of water—just dead fish everywhere.  She noticed birds also.  Some were seen on top of the floating mass while others along the shore.  She knew the computer program was recording the scene.  There was a limited amount of time before the satellite would be out of range and she would have to wait until the next orbit to continue her observations.  She programmed the satellite to hold its position over the area on the next pass.  She watched the screen until finally the image was no longer available.

She immediately called her supervisor.  “Sir, this is Karyn.  I’ve recorded something you need to see.”

Martin Loren replied, “Be right down.”

Thirty seconds later, Martin Loren, daytime supervisor at this facility was approaching Karyn.

“Whatcha got for me, K?” he asked.  He always referred to his personnel by the first letter of their first names.

“Major fish kill, sir.  Worst I’ve ever seen or even heard about.”

“Roll it.”

Quickly she started the recorded image leaving the original on the second screen.  She offered no communication with her boss.  She knew he wouldn’t want any.  She watched as he intently studied the picture.

“Again,” he directed after the depiction was lost.  He took control of the keyboard.  Several times he paused the delineation and looked intently.  After three complete viewings he directed, “Send everything to my desk, now.”  Four strides later he was out of sight.

Within thirty seconds everything had been shipped over to her boss.  Her phone rang.  Picking it up she heard, “I’ve arranged for a second satellite to cover the same general area but it won’t be available for about six hours.  I want you to start keeping an eye out on other lakes in the area for any similar signs.  Be sure to brief your relief.”

“Yes sir.”  She began to set a program for the second satellite as soon as it was available.  She would have it scan above and then below on alternating orbits while keeping the original satellite watching the lake in question.

From his office Martin Loren called Clay Burrows, Assistant Director of the NSA.

“Yeah Martin.  What’d you see?”  Burrows and Loren went way back together with Burrows the reason that Loren was in his position.

“Clay, we’ve got a major—and I mean major—fish kill in Alaska.  I’ve never seen anything like it.  Hell, you could walk across the damned lake on top of them.  There are birds too, some on top of the floating mass  and some on the shore.  Don’t know what it is but it sure isn’t right.  I thought you’d better know.”

“Damn straight, Martin.  In today’s world, you never know what might mean what.  I’ll be in touch.”  He hung up.

Instantly Clay Burrows was on the phone to his boss, Elliott Ragar.  “Elliott, you might want to get down to my office.  Martin Loren is sending some satellite imagery over that I think you need to see.”

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes.  Don’t start the show without me.”

***
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ELLIOTT RAGAR HAD REQUESTED a meeting with the President.  When asked what it concerned, Ragar had only replied, “Sir, it could be something major or nothing at all.  However as the old adage goes a picture is worth a thousand words.  This is a hundred times past that.”

“All right, Elliott.  One this afternoon would be good.  How long do you anticipate this conference will last?”

“Impossible to say, sir.  It would probably be a good idea to bring some of the others in.”

This suggestion surprised the President a bit.  Ragar wasn’t known for his sharing attitude.  “All right.  See you at one sharp.” He hung up.  He called his secretary, Alice Pritchard.  The two went back almost twenty years and enjoyed a genuine friendship.  The President appreciated her sharp dry wit.  “Get Sanderson, Rockford, Backersley and Merritt here at one this afternoon.  Sharp.”  He didn’t wait for a reply.

“I wonder what this is about,” he queried aloud.  He went back to what he’d been doing, preparing for a showdown with the Democrat leaders of the House and Senate over tax cuts in the impossible task of balancing the country’s budget.  What a damned mess those clowns left me with.  Two entire administrations worth of screw-ups.  He looked out his window.  “If I had my way, I’d have your banker’s heads on a pole in front of the Washington Monument,” he said to himself, shaking his head in disgust.  I’d like to make greed an offense punishable by horrific death.  Thinking back to the bureaucrats he wondered, how can you not get it?

His phone rang interrupting his thought.  “Yes, Alice.”

“Sir, the meeting for this afternoon has been arranged.  I’d appreciate it if you could ask Director Rockford not to be so damned rude.  The man’s an ass.”

President Williams laughed out loud.  “I’ll take care of it, Alice.  Thank you.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Both hung up.

The President thought for a second and then called his secretary back.  “Alice, ask Coverley Merritt to be here fifteen minutes early.”

“Will do, Sir.”

Less than a minute later Alice called President Williams back to inform him that Merritt would be there at 1:45 prompt.

“Thank you, Alice.”  He returned to his budget problems.

***
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T-MINUS 76 HOURS

Rijah Ellhad heard the chopper approaching.  He turned on his GPS tracker.  This would bring the craft straight to him.

The wind had picked up considerably and the area where he was to be picked up was precariously small and littered with large boulders.  When the aircraft was twenty feet above the ground a rope ladder was thrown out the now open side door.

Great! The lightweight ladder was swinging wildly about, the downward windblast from the helicopter’s rotor blades only making the wind much worse.  Swearing under his breath, Ellhad grabbed a rung, stepped onto the bottom one and started a harrowing climb upward.  To make matters worse as soon as he was able to climb two rungs up the pilot started moving the copter away.

“You stupid ass!” he yelled into the wind but he was either not heard or ignored.  The craft was picking up speed as it climbed upward.  Ellhad was hanging on for his life.  Agonizingly slow he climbed toward the open door and safety.  The chopper changed direction which now made the rope ladder swing outward badly.  Ellhad was nearly out of his mind with rage and being loaded down with his rifle and gear only made the climb worse.  He didn’t dare let go to try to drop the extra weight for fear of falling.

Screaming at the top of his lungs was doing him no good.  Gritting his teeth he managed to make it up two more rungs before he had to stop to rest.  Now the helicopter was flying along at close to one hundred miles an hour and Ellhad found himself nearly horizontal as opposed to vertical.  Looking up he found himself three more rungs to the door.  Every muscle in his body was on fire.  He knew he had no chance to hang on for the entire ride.  He had to make those final three rungs.  With every ounce of his remaining strength he started upward.  At this point he didn’t really care if he fell or not.  One rung, two rungs, and finally his hands were on the rung two inches below the floor of the aircraft.  Two arms reached out and helped haul him the rest of the way and into the safety of the chopper.

He just lay there breathing harder than he had ever before glaring fire at the man who had helped him aboard.  When he could finally speak he snarled, “Why the fuck did he take off before I could climb up?”

“He was afraid of being seen.”

“Seen?  Seen by fucking who?  What did you say?”

“I told him I thought you were going to fall.”

Ellhad remained silent for the rest of the reasonably short journey.  He changed out of his camo clothing and into jeans and a hooded pullover sweatshirt.

Except for the pilot and copilot, he was alone.  He noticed the copilot was armed with an AK-47, a Russian or Chinese manufactured rifle.  No words were spoken.  Rijah Ellhad was ferried over to a small lake just outside of Bethel.

As the chopper touched down and the pilot shut it down, Ellhad grabbed the AK-47 from where the copilot had placed it and rammed the butt of the rifle twice into the pilot’s mouth, knocking out several teeth.  “Next time, keep the damn copter in place!”

He departed the helicopter and walked two hundred feet to a small dock where a floatplane was tied up.  A man was waiting for him.  He merely nodded at Ellhad.  The door was open and Ellhad climbed in.  He took one of the six seats and strapped himself in.  The pilot finished untying the dock lines and jumped aboard.  He quickly made his way up to the cockpit, strapped himself into his own seat and fired the big radial engine up.  It coughed, sputtered, belched smoke and finally set itself into a loud and shaking idle.  After about a minute it smoothed out nicely.  This brought a small sense of relief to Ellhad.  He was not afraid of flying but had never liked seaplanes.  Water.  That’s why they make boats.  Two minutes later it was skimming quickly across the lake’s surface and then grudgingly it let go of its grip on the pontoons of the plane.  Looking out the window he had to admit to himself that Alaska was indeed beautiful, as different from his homeland as night was from day.  He already knew the plane’s destination was just outside of Portland, Oregon.  He rummaged through his pouch and found his earplugs.  The plane was extremely loud.  Time for a nap.

Chapter 3

At precisely 1:00 p.m., the meeting that President Robert Williams had called convened in the Roosevelt Room.  Joining him were Elliott Ragar, Matt Sanderson, Bernard Backersley, Charles Rockford and Coverley Merritt who had arrived early.  This did not go unnoticed by the other four as they entered the room.  Everyone nodded at each other while taking their seats.

President Williams spoke.  “Elliott, you requested this meeting—why don’t you start?”

“Yes, Sir.  Gentleman, please take a look at the screen.  These pictures were taken yesterday.  They show a fish kill of unbelievable proportions.  The lake is located in an extremely remote area of Alaska.  We’ve obviously had fish kills before, all over the world.  However by all appearances this was a complete devastation of the aquatic population.  Birds are also seen, both on top of the floating mass as well as along the shoreline.  I strongly believe this should be investigated.”

Bernard Backersley, Director of the CIA, asked him, “Wouldn’t this normally be handled by the CDC?”

“Yes.  However these are not normal times.”

President Williams stood.  “Elliott, we have not had the chance to discuss this.  Are you suggesting the possibility that this is not a natural occurrence?  It’s my understanding that fish kills are usually the result of something causing a lack of oxygen in the water—red tide for example.”

“That is correct, Sir.  However in this circumstance there wasn’t any sign whatsoever of any dead fish on the previous orbit.  Granted that was at last light the previous day.  Then the next morning the entire lake was completely covered with dead fish.  Whatever caused that fish kill did it overnight.  In my opinion that is not natural.”

There was a slight murmuring among the group.

“I’m inclined to agree, Elliott,” replied the President.  “After the Madison Square Garden incident anything suspicious must be identified.  I want you to put together a team to go up there and research the cause.  Your call on who goes.  Charles, I want you to send someone from your group.  Coverley, you keep in touch.”  Charles Rockford was the Director of Homeland Security while Coverley Merritt headed up the President’s newly formed Department of the Presidential Office tasked to work with all other agencies on terrorism to keep the President informed in real time.  This new approach had been resisted by the others until President Williams set them straight.  “Get on board or get out!”  Compliance had been achieved but reluctantly.  “I want this to be a priority.  Get on it now.”  That statement signaled the end of the meeting.  The President left via a private door while the others started to rise to head for the main entrance.

“Charles, how long will it take for you to put people in place?” asked Elliott Ragar.

“Forty-five minutes ,” replied Charles Rockford.

“Good.  I’ll have your people picked up.  I’m going personally.  We’ll take the NSA jet.  I’ll keep both of you informed personally every step of the way.  I’m also going to bring some CDC personnel and let them take the first steps.  We need to know what we’re dealing with before we just go hiking in there.”

“Sounds like a solid plan, Elliott,” responded Merritt.

President Williams sat at his desk in the Oval Office, thinking.  He was trying to decide if he should apprise former captain Richard Starr on the event unfolding in Alaska.  Better safe than sorry.  He grabbed a secure line and hit the speed dial.

“Yes, Sir,” Starr answered on the third ring.

“Richard, something odd is happening in Alaska.  There’s been a massive fish kill in a very small lake in a remote region.  It was picked up by one of our surveillance satellites.  It’s not like anything we’ve seen before.  The speed in which it happened is what has us concerned.  I’m going to give you the GPS coordinates.  Pull it up and study the entire area.  I honestly don’t know if it will involve your group, however I’d like you to be prepared just in case.  Something is very odd and I don’t like odd.”

“Yes Sir,” Starr replied.  “Anything particular I should be looking for?”

“Just look it over.  Talk it over amongst yourselves.  I’ve got a team including CDC on their way.  It might be nice to get an outside perspective.”

“I’ll send Christman to pick up Phillips.  I’ll be in touch.”

“Thank you, Richard.”

“Anything to try to help, Sir.”

Starr heard the President hang up.  He went outside to the gym that was set up in a barn.  Former Marine Sergeant Marvin Styles was in the middle of his exercise routine.  “When you take a break come find me!” he yelled over at Styles receiving a grunt in return.  Then he went to find J. C. Christman, the former TOP GUN instructor assigned to the group.  He heard one of the ATVs fire up and went scurrying over to stop him.  “J. C., hold up.”

Christman turned and looked at him and then shut the machine down.  “Yeah, what’s up?”

“The Man just called and wants us to take a look at something weird in Alaska, some kind of fish kill.”

“Fish kill?  How would that involve us?”

“I don’t know that it does.  He just wants us to take a look at it.”

“Hell Starr, about all I know of fish is all you can eat on a Friday night somewhere.”

“J. C., just go get Phillips.  If the President asks where to go eat I’ll defer to you, okay?”

Christman just grinned and said, “On my way.  Does she know I’m coming?”

“Not yet.  She will.”  Right then Starr spotted Styles coming out of the barn and walked over to meet him.

“What’s up?” Styles asked.

“Guess there’s some kind of fish kill up in Alaska.  President wants us to take a look at it.”

“Fish?  What the hell we got to do with fish?”

“Jeez, I just went through that with Christman.”

“So what’d you tell him?”

“Same thing I just told you.  He’s going after Phillips,” he said, referring to the computer guru of the group.  “I gotta go call her.”

“You do that.  I’m going back to the gym.”

Starr turned and walked back to the house to make the call.

Back inside the main house of the property known as the Ranch, Starr grabbed the secure landline and hit the button for Phillips’s cell.  She didn’t have a landline.  She answered on the second ring.

“Yeah, Starr.”

“J. C. is on his way to pick you up.”

“This about the fish kill they just picked up on in Alaska?”

Starr was stunned.  “How the hell do you know that?”

“I like to keep up with what’s going on.”

Starr just shook his head.  “Well you’re right.  The President wants us to take a look at it.  He wants an outside opinion.”

“From what I’ve learned it happened overnight and looks like it’s a total wipeout of everything living in that lake.”

“And you know that how?”

“I’ve seen the photographs, how else?”

Again, Starr just shook his head.  “Of course you have.  Don’t know why I asked.”

“Actually, I don’t either.”

“J. C. should be up there in about two hours, give or take.”

“I’ll be waiting.  Should I bring anything?”

Starr couldn’t help himself.  “Just your usual bright and cheerful personality.”

Click.

***
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NSA DIRECTOR ELLIOT Ragar had asserted himself right from the beginning that he was the man in charge.  After assembling the entire research team with all personnel as directed by the President, they had boarded the FBI jet and flown to Alaska.  They had flown directly to the airport in Bethel where three FBI helicopters were waiting.  Aerial reconnaissance photographs had shown a small clearing approximately six miles from the small lake, their destination point.

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention had sent four specialists along with full hazardous material gear including suits, specialty instruments and a portable lab.  The idea of flying over the lake had been discussed but not knowing what lie ahead of them that idea was tabled.

“I really think it best that the four of us hike in to inspect the lake first.  Not much sense in having the whole team die because we’re in a rush.  I understand it’s imperative that we find out what’s going on but we have to maintain certain standards here, Director Ragar,” Lawrence Larkin stated emphatically.  He was the researcher in charge of the CDC team.

Ragar didn’t like it but he couldn’t find a plausible argument against him.  “All right but I want you in constant touch with me personally.  As soon as you think it’s safe I want to see this for myself.  I have to report to the President.”

“Understood sir.”  The CDC team assembled their gear, donned their hazmat suits, and then started toward the lake.  It was crystal clear, just after nine in the morning.  Burdened down as they were it was estimated it would take them at least two hours to reach the target, possibly longer.  This chafed at Ragar worse than a bad case of jock itch.  Patience had never been his strongest virtue, something he’d been called down on several times during his career.  He went back inside the copter, opened a briefcase, and grabbed a secure satellite phone.

“Yes Elliott.  What do you have for me?” answered President Williams.

“Not much of anything yet Sir.  This is more of an update.  The CDC team left ten minutes ago to check out the lake.  They’re going to let me know the second they can determine anything.  It was agreed that no undue chances should be taken until we have some idea what we’re dealing with.”

“That sounds wise, Elliott.  How long before they reach it?”

“At least two hours, sir.  We set down in the chopper as close as we could, about three miles out.  They’re suited up and bringing a lot of equipment with them so it’ll be slow going.”

“Try not to chew the insides of your mouth out, Elliott.  I know how impatient you can be.  Don’t take any unnecessary risks.  Appreciate the update and keep me posted.”  He hung up.

Elliott Ragar decided to try to utilize the time beneficially.  He got on his computer and Googled Fish Kills.  He decided to learn as much about them as possible while the CDC crew made their way in.

Charles Rockford had decided to make the trip himself.  In his mind he didn’t want to take the chance of being upstaged by Elliott Ragar.  He knocked on the chopper’s door.

“Come in.”

Rockford entered.  “Elliott, any suggestions on what we might do while we’re waiting?”

“I’m on the web trying to find out everything I can about fish kills.”

“Care for a hand?  I’m going to go nuts if I don’t find something constructive to do.”

Ragar was a bit surprised.  Charles Rockford had not been the easiest man to get along with.  Might as well take advantage of free help.  “Sure Charles.  Help yourself to that desk and type in moron when it asks for the pass code.”

“Moron?”

Elliott Ragar grinned.  “Yeah, who’d ever think of that?”

Rockford laughed.  “I can’t argue with that.”

Soon both men were deeply engaged in their search.  An hour and a half went by before either man spoke.  Ragar straightened up, stood and stretched.

This caught Rockford’s attention.  “Getting anywhere, Elliott?”

“Yeah, I’m getting more puzzled.  I can’t come up with anything even close to what we apparently have here.”

“Same for me.”

***
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DRESSED IN THEIR FULL hazmat suits the four CDC researchers found making their way through the Alaskan forest difficult.  Had the Woods been thicker at the base of the trees, it would have been nearly impossible at least not without damaging their suits.  The temperature was cool enough that excessive body heat was not a problem.  Slower than expected the group made its way toward the lake.  Twenty yards from the shoreline the trees began to thin out and glimpses of what was once a lake became visible.  Within two minutes all four were staring at a spectacle none really expected to see.  They were looking at a solid mound of dead fish.  Flies were already everywhere.  Even birds had accumulated beginning to feast on the buffet.

“Shit Larry.  Do you believe this?” exclaimed Joey Tanelli who was Lawrence Larkin’s right-hand man.  They had been working together for almost fifteen years.

“Not really.  I’ve seen some major aquatic catastrophes before but nothing like this.  Get the portable satellite feed up and running.  There are people who need to see this.”

“It’ll be up in five.”

“Tracy, start collecting water samples—also half a dozen fish and some of those dead birds.  Be sure you follow protocol to the letter.  Alan, do a preliminary on the water.  We’ll have to do the fish back at the lab.”

Larkin got NSA Director Elliott Ragar on the phone.  “Director?  Larkin here.  We’ve arrived at the site.  It’s like nothing I’ve seen before.”

“Can you spot anything unusual from just looking at them?” asked Ragar.

“Their eyes are black—other than that, no.”

“Black eyes?”

“Yes sir.”

“What does that mean?”

“Probably internal bleeding.  We’re going to wrap this up and start our way back before it gets too dark to travel.  We’ll find a place to hole up for the night and get back in the morning.  We’ve got our samples on dry ice so they’ll be fine.”

“Don’t get eaten by a bear.”

“Not to worry.  Tanelli has that big Desert Eagle.  50 with him.  Damned gun could stop a bus.”

“Understood.  Check in every four hours.”

“Yes sir.  We’ll be back in the morning,” he answered ending the conversation.

“Sir!” Alan yelled over at him.

“Yeah, you find anything?”

“No sir.  Not a thing.  Except for the biological waste from the rotting fish, as far as I can tell this water is fit to drink.”

“What?”

“It’s clean.  Even the oxygen level is where it should be.  Granted, there are other tests that need to be run to be absolutely certain but from what I can tell it’s fine.”

“The plot thickens,” replied Larkin who was known for his clichés.  “Joey, you got that feed up and running?”

“Crystal clear, Larry.  Beaming back video as we speak.  I was just getting ready to launch our little drone for a fly around.”

“Good.  Concentrate on the shoreline and out near the middle.  Don’t take real long; I want to get away from this lake before dark.”

“Fifteen minutes and I’ll be done.”

“Tracy, how are you doing with those samples?”

“Just about finished sir,” she replied.  Tracy Bronn was the new member to the team.  She’d graduated top of her class at the University of Hawaii and had been a great addition to Larkin’s group.

While the other members were completing their assigned tasks, Larkin shot over a hundred photographs on his digital camera.

Finally the group was packed up and ready to return.

Larkin addressed his team.  “Okay everybody, nice and slow.  It’s almost dark and we don’t need any rips in anyone’s suit to ruin the day.  Joey, you get some good video for everyone?”

“Oh yeah.  I already sent it back to Director Ragar.”

Chapter 4

Rijah Ellhad had disembarked the plane and walked toward the taxi stand.  Before leaving the aircraft he had donned a disguise.  He was now wearing a surfer-style blond-haired wig complete with beard.  His dark skin would merely be thought of as a good suntan.  He carried with him an old-fashioned army duffel bag.  Complementing his appearance, it contained his gear including his rifle.  He hailed a taxi to bring him to a Holiday Inn on the outskirts of Portland, Oregon, a previously chosen meeting place.  Room 333.  He knocked twice and stepped back.  The door opened.  He entered nodding at the swarthy-looking individual who had let him in.  The nod was returned.  He walked farther into the suite.  Sitting around a table were two other men.  Both were Iraqi nationals.  One was another former member of the Republican Guard; the other had been a senior adviser to Saddam Hussein.  All three were part of the group that had abandoned Saddam Hussein at the end.  The swarthy man had been a member of Saddam’s secret police.  Assad Bassir, whose specialty was interrogation—or torture—had been recruited.

Jamil Abdul-Nasir rose to greet Ellhad.  “You have done well my brother.  Our sources tell us the biological agent surpassed their expectations.  No living creature in that lake survived.  The speed with which toxin worked was not to be believed.  Allah has rewarded us for our patience and dedication.”

Imad al-Bin agreed.  “Yes, good fortune is to be ours.  We will avenge Saddam’s death at the hands of these infidels.”

Rijah Ellhad asked, “When will we have access to the entire shipment?”

“Soon Rijah, very soon.  We needed to verify that it would work as claimed.  Now that we have done that the money will be paid and we should have our weapon within two weeks.”

“Have we decided on the target yet?” Ellhad asked.

“No, that will have to be a full-group discussion.  That will happen two nights from now at Ryyaki Ali’s home.”  Ali was the acknowledged leader of this particular terrorist cell.  They operated independently from anyone else.  They had money, worldwide contacts, and a deep seething hatred for America.  They were determined to kill as many as possible.  If they lost their own lives in doing so, there would be only honor and glory.

“Inform me of the time,” stated Ellhad flatly.  He turned and left.

***
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THE PRESIDENT’S “SWORD” sat along a table at the Ranch: USMC Captain Richard Starr, retired; Sergeant Marvin Styles, USMC Force Recon, retired; Captain James, J. C., Christman, United States Navy, active; and Darlene Phillips, recently of the CIA.  They were located in what was considered their war room.  It was where some of the latest ultra-sophisticated computer equipment that Phillips had brought in and installed herself was located.  There were eight new LED sixty-inch flat screens mounted along one wall.  What Phillips could produce on the large monitors would make a HollyWoodly special-effects expert jealous.  She had earned the respect of the others with her undeniable skills.  Myra Banks, head of the CIA’s cyber unit, almost had cardiac arrest when President Williams stole Phillips from her group to join the Department of the Presidential Office.  Phillips’ name was the only one of the four associated with the new agency.

Phillips’s fingers started flying over multiple keyboards.  After about twenty seconds, she sat back.  Images of total devastation filled six of the screens from varying angles and distance.

“Holy shit!” exclaimed J. C.

“You ain’t kidding,” added Styles.

“Phillips, how close is this to real time?” asked Starr.

“We have the same photos that all other agencies have although they don’t know it.  Guys, we’ve got a big problem here.  These photos were taken by a drone launched by the CDC.  On the far-right screen, you will notice a sequence of stills taken by a Lawrence Larkin; lead on the four-man CDC team that was sent in.  Now watch this.”  Once again she ran her fingers across one of the keyboards.  The two screens on the far left momentarily went blank and then pictures returned.  “Far left shows the lake as it was late afternoon on the day before the kill was discovered.  Next to it shows the lake at one hour past dawn the following morning.  This entire event happened overnight.  I’ve done some research and I’ve found nothing in nature that has even come close to comparing with this.  There is no doubt in my mind this was caused by man.”

An eerie silence filled the room with only the humming of Phillips’s computers heard.

Styles asked, “Is this going where I think you’re about to take it?”

“You bet it is.  Now, look at this,” she said with her fingers back over the keyboard.  Then she started to control what appeared to be a video game joystick.  Slowly the image on the left screen began to pan left and up.  Then it stopped.  Phillips began to slowly zoom in for a closer look.  “I’ll have to send this to the President.  I don’t think his people have this.”

“Have what?” asked Starr.

“This.  Look at the far left.  Concentrate.  You see that yellow spot?”

“Yeah,” the three men answered in unison.

“Keep watching, guys.”  Slowly the yellow spot grew, just slightly but enough to be recognized as a figure wearing yellow.

“Is that someone wearing a hazmat suit?” asked Styles emphatically.

“Gold star for you Styles.  It sure is!”

Starr continued, “Why did you say that the President’s people don’t have this?”

“Cause they don’t have this program.  I designed it, only one in the world.  A satellite sends a signal.  Within that signal contains the image.  What you normally don’t see clearly is the static that surrounds that image.  I created a program that can clean up the static.  We’re the only people on the planet who have this information.”

J. C. Christman whistled softly between his teeth.  “Jeez Phillips, that’s some damned unreal work you’ve done here.”

“And you boys all thought I was just another pretty face.”  This brought a round of chuckles from the table.

Styles spoke first.  “No Darlene, you showed us that quite some time ago.”  He’d used her first name; an unusual occurrence in itself.

“So for the other two who are not as sharp as Styles here we have caught someone putting something in that lake and I’d guess he’s testing a bioweapon.”

Starr asked, “Where exactly is this lake?”

“In a very remote part of Alaska which means it’s really remote.  Only way in or out would be by chopper.  I’ve already got a program running searching the area for any sign of one for two days previous and two days afterward.”

“Why only two days?” asked Starr.

“Couple of reasons.  Two days seems reasonable to me plus I’d have to hack into the archives to go any further.  Not a big problem but I’ve got a feeling we’re working in a four-day window.  I’ll know soon enough.” 

Starr stood up.  “Guess I’d better call the Man.  Let him know what you’ve found.”

“I’ve got a better idea,” Phillips said.  “Let’s show him.  I’ve downloaded this info on an encrypted flash drive.  When you see him call me on a secure line and I’ll give you the code.  I can’t give it to you now because I designed the code to be a rover.  I’ll have to run a sequence program given the time and date to be able to tell you what it will be at a certain time.  No other way to open it.  This material is too sensitive to be handled any other way.”

“Smart,” said Styles.

“I’ll go make the call,” asserted Starr.

Chapter 5

“Yes, Richard,” President Williams answered.

“Sir, I have vital information for you regarding the situation in Alaska.”

“We’ve been studying satellite photography ourselves.  It is definitely concerning to say the least.”

“Yes Sir.  What I have to show you will concern you more.”

“What do you have, Richard?”

“Something I need to show you Sir, not just tell you.  Phillips found something in the satellite feed.”

“Richard, I’m sure we’ve seen it ourselves.”

“Not this.  Trust me.  I need to see you immediately.  I’m bringing an encrypted flash drive with me.  You really need to see this, sir.  ASAP.”

The line was silent for a moment.  “All right.  Meet me at Camp David at 7:00 p.m.  I’ll have the security transponder numbers sent over.  I trust Christman can get you there in time.”

“Not a problem, Sir.”

“See you then.”  The President hung up.

Starr walked back into their war room.  “J. C., I need to be at Camp David by seven.  Can we make it in the chopper” referring to the helicopter the President had supplied them?”

“Easy.  We’ll leave at four thirty this afternoon.  That’ll give us plenty of time.”

“Phillips, in your recon of fish kills you stated you’d never seen anything like this one, right?” asked Starr.

“Affirmative.”

“Phillips, you’re beginning to talk like a marine,” deadpanned Styles.

“No I’m not; I didn’t swear.” They grinned at each other.

Starr rolled his eyes.  “May I continue?”

“Please do,” cracked Christman.

“Thank you.  Now, the point I was attempting to make was to ask Phillips to search around for any other kind of unnatural phenomena anywhere that might have resulted in some type of devastation.  Look for, I don’t know, plant life or anything that is way out of bounds.  Think outside the box.  Have Sunshine Boy help you if he can.”

“Sure,” Phillips agreed.  “He can make us dinner.”

“Hope you like boiled hot dogs,” Styles muttered.

***
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FIVE MEN CONVERGED on Ryyaki Ali’s home.  The door was opened as they approached.  Two Middle Eastern men dressed entirely in black with AK-47 assault rifles held at the ready stood alongside the entrance as the men entered.

A large man in his early fifties greeted them.  “Welcome, my brothers.  Please follow me.”  He led them down a stairway and along a hall.  At the end was a large metal door.  Ryyaki Ali punched in a seven-digit security number on an electronic keypad and the door slid open silently.  “Come in, sit at my table.”  The room was impressive.  It had two large flat-screen monitors along a full-length desk that housed multiple desktop computers.  The table was made of solid roseWoodly with matching chairs.  A pitcher of water and a glass were arranged at each seating place.  Everyone took a seat.

“We have complete security here.  We may speak our minds without fear,” added Ali.

Rijah Ellhad spoke first.  “I would be comfortable not stating names aloud.  I mean no disrespect but that has always been our way.  I see no reason to change.”

Ryyaki Ali smiled.  “As you wish.  We are here to discuss the beginning of our revenge on these infidel Americans.  We shall possess the means within two weeks.  I have an idea I want to discuss with the group as it is our decision to make together.”  Slight murmuring of agreement reached him.  He continued, “My vision is to have multiple targets.  The agent works so well that I feel it would be wasteful to use it all on one area unless a particular venue comes to light.  I’ve researched and believe we have enough to feed four major public water supplies.  If you agree we need to make choices.”

Ellhad inquired, “Do you mean all at once or separate?”

“Separate.  I believe that manner would instill the most fear in these infidels.”

Imad al-Bin asked, “Which ones do you think best serve our purpose?”

“I’m not quite prepared to answer that tonight.  I have an assistant working on that assignment as we speak.  I will know by tomorrow.  I seek the highest possible damage.  The most populated areas will increase our vengeance.  That can never be too great.”  Murmuring of agreement again reached Ali’s ears.

Rijah Ellhad spoke.  “I like your plan.  I would think as widespread as possible would also be a good thing.  Let the Americans realize that no place is safe, that we can strike them anywhere.  I will take you at your word that we can speak names freely in this room but only here.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Ali replied.  “Then it appears this will be a short meeting.”

“It appears,” Ellhad agreed.

***
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T-MINUS 64 HOURS

Starr and Christman were met by an eight-man security team after landing at Camp David.  Christman was directed toward the dining room while Starr was led
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