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A Nanostealth Prequel

​​​STEALTH GENESIS pulls aside the curtain and reveals the never-before-told “back story” of the award-winning series, Nanostealth. 

Dr. Daniel Bickel, world-renowned nanophysicist, and his devoted technicians, Rick and Tony, explore the tunnels of the old Manzano Weapons Storage Facility and brave the danger of discovery in order to locate a forgotten Cold War devolution site—a cavern carved deep within the mountain to be used as a presidential command center in the event of nuclear war.

Unknown to most, two such caverns were carved out of the mountain’s rock. While the location of the first devolution site is known, the second cavern, situated far deeper than the first, was intended as a secret fallback position should events of war require it. This second site was so highly classified that knowledge of its existence has all but perished over time, as those charged with its secrecy died and carried their knowledge to the grave. Dr. Bickel has spent more than a decade seeking and obtaining documentation and schematics that would prove the second cavern’s existence and, eventually, lead to its location.

When Bickel and his team at last locate and gain entrance to the cavern, they establish a hiding place for Bickel and his greatest achievement: a cloud of “smart” nano devices—a swarm trillions strong—able to learn and adapt to new circumstances. Bickel calls these submicron devices nanomites. He predicts his technology will eventually eradicate diseases, correct birth defects in utero, and rid the world of the pests that destroy crops. Within the safety of the mountain, Bickel studies and teaches the nanomites, intent on preparing them for their triumphant public reveal. 

Bickel will succeed only if he can evade a black-ops branch of military intelligence bent on seizing the nanomites. Ambition-driven Air Force Brigadier General Imogene Cushing spearheads the hunt for Bickel and the nanomites. Cushing has dogged Bickel’s career for decades seeking the right moment to appropriate the nanomites for “national security” purposes. She is the woman with whom Bickel, thirty-some years prior, shared his first love affair—the same woman who subsequently absconded with Bickel’s paper outlining his vision of the nanomites and, by her duplicitousness, irrevocably doomed their relationship. 

Follow your read of Stealth Genesis with the first full-length novel of the Nanostealth series, Stealthy Steps.
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AFTER WORLD WAR II, at the onset of the nuclear arms race, the US Armed Forces Special Weapons Command constructed an underground facility in the foothills of the Manzano Mountains on what is presently Kirtland Air Force Base, on the southern end of the city of Albuquerque. The site became known as the Manzano Weapons Storage Facility.

Hewn into the mountain were four research plants, multiple warehouses, and miles of tunnels—many large enough to drive trucks through. For a time, a large part of America’s nuclear stockpile was stored in reinforced concrete and steel bunkers within the mountain.

The facility had other intended uses: During the Eisenhower administration, the military built a devolution site deep inside the mountain— an emergency relocation center. The devolution site was designed to serve as a remote command post for the President and his staff in the event of nuclear attack.

To protect the complex, the military built one hundred twenty-two magazine bunkers around and into the foot of the mountain. Forty-one of those magazines provided direct entrance to the facility via tunnels, and armed forces guarded the mountain. 

A Perimeter Intrusion Detection and Assessment System (PIDAS) surrounded the mountain. The PIDAS consisted of two tall, razor-wire-topped fences, one electrified, and an alarmed intrusion zone between the fences—a network of sensors buried in the soil to detect the weight of footfalls.

That was during the Cold War. Today is quite different: Weapons are no longer stored in the mountain. Although several bunkers have been repurposed, most of the facility sits empty and unused. The PIDAS and its intrusion zone are no longer active. 

With America’s nuclear arsenal stored elsewhere, the many mysteries of the mountain remain largely unknown. 

To most people.

—
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Image seen on following page: Manzano Weapons Storage Area, Google Earth 2008. Retrieved January 27, 2015 from The Living Moon.
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DEVOLUTION SITE: A remote command center, removed from Washington, DC, to ensure the safety of the President and the continuity of government in time of war.

—
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MEMS: Microelectromechanical systems. The field of paired or interconnected mechanical devices powered by electricity and built at micron or submicron size. (AMEMS: Advanced microelectromechanical systems.)

—
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SANDIA NATIONAL LABORATORIES (SNL): One of three National Nuclear Security Administration research and development laboratories in the United States. Headquartered on Kirtland Air Force Base in Albuquerque, New Mexico, Sandia’s primary mission is to develop, engineer, and test the nonnuclear components of nuclear weapons and technology. 
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Mid-May
Sandia National Laboratories,
Kirtland Air Force Base,
Albuquerque, New Mexico
DR. PETREL PROCHANSKI cleared his throat to quiet his staff. When he had their attention, he said, “Ladies and gentlemen, please meet our department’s newest senior scientist, Dr. Daniel Bickel.”

That was the extent of Prochanski’s welcome. Although Sandia’s federal oversight and contractor leadership had announced Dr. Bickel’s imminent arrival and hailed his stature in the scientific community with a great deal of fanfare, Prochanski made no mention of Bickel’s many accomplishments. He said nothing to salute the man acknowledged as the world’s foremost authority in nanotechnology and microelectromechanical systems, a pairing touted as “nanophysics.” 

Prochanski, a physically robust man with an overbearing personality (and the ego to match), preferred to be the star in any setting. He most certainly did not wish his status upstaged by Bickel’s fame and reputation or the man’s personal wealth. While Prochanski had lobbied for the labs to hire Bickel, he had not reckoned that the man’s stature might overshadow his own standing as department head—or that Bickel’s ego might be larger than his own.

Exponentially larger.

The two had clashed the moment Bickel set foot in Prochanski’s office. Prochanski’s rejoinder was to downplay Bickel’s welcome. In Prochanski’s mind, the fact that the newcomer cut a rather underwhelming figure mildly mitigated the situation. 

Bickel, in his mid-fifties, possessed spindly legs, a slight potbelly, thinning, rust-colored hair, and scraggly brows and beard of the same shade. In any setting, Prochanski’s vigorous physique dwarfed Bickel. 

Prochanski even “forgot” to announce the addition of two technicians to his staff, men who had assisted Bickel in his work for the past decade or longer. Nevertheless, the department’s ovation was enthusiastic—too enthusiastic for Prochanski’s liking.

He lifted his hand and called for quiet, cutting short his staff’s applause. “Do make Dr. Bickel feel at home, but bear in mind that we have a demanding schedule ahead of us. Fifteen minutes should suffice. Thank you—that is all.”

Prochanski strode from the conference room, leaving Bickel and the other fifteen staff members to make small talk over muffins and coffee.

Into the lull, Bickel spoke his first words, “I’m certain it wasn’t an intentional oversight, but as I am not the only new staff member, please let me introduce Rick Johnson and Tony Fortuna, my loyal technicians.”

The applause this time was longer. When it ended, staff members approached to shake hands, offer names, and utter words of welcome, after which most of the personnel grabbed a muffin and a cup of coffee and left the conference room.

Last in line to greet Bickel and his techs was a soft-spoken young woman. “Hi. I’m Gemma, the department admin. See me for office supplies or anything else you need? Oh. And I’ll provide you with your orientation schedules.” 

“Thank you,” Rick said. Tony echoed him.

With her departure, the conference room stood empty except for Bickel and his techs. 

Rick smirked at Bickel. “Gee, Doc, wasn’t that the most enthusiastic welcome ever? I tell ya, I’m overcome.”

Tony laughed. “I’ve received pink slips more graciously worded than Prochanski’s little speech.”

“Little is right,” Rick said. “He hates you already, Boss.”

Bickel huffed. “Prochanski is accustomed to top-dog status and the limelight that comes with it. More power to him—if it keeps the focus off of us. You both know how circumspect we must be to keep our progress under wraps, how close we are to achieving our goals. Rick, what’s the status of our equipment? How long before we’re up and running?”

Rick looked to Tony as he answered. “A week for the installs, another to complete tests and calibrations?”

“Agreed,” Tony said. 

“Good. We cannot afford to lose even two weeks, but we’ll muddle through this settling-in phase and somehow make up the lost time. As for interactions with the rest of the department staff? Keep them to a minimum, and let me handle Prochanski. If that blowhard asks you anything? Refer him to me.”

“You got it, Dr. B,” Tony murmured.

“In the meantime, as soon as I acquire network privileges, I’ll download a bogus set of my data onto the department’s node. I’ll create a hidden partition, download my real data to it, and move ahead with modeling our latest nano devices.”

He paused and stroked his chin hairs. “By the way, I’ve come up with a name for them, something to set them apart from our older, single-function nanobots. I’ve given them a name with appropriate distinction. I call them nanomites.”

Rick grinned. “Nanomites! I like it.”

“Yeah, well I’m stuck on what you said before that,” Tony said. “You don’t think Sandia IT will catch on to your hidden partition?”

Bickel chuckled. “Them catch on to me? Not a chance. Come on. Let’s get started.”

He exited the conference room, Rick and Tony behind him, but stopped short—startled to nearly collide with the department’s administrative assistant mere feet beyond the doorway.

Not quite making eye contact, she held out three sheets of paper. “I have printed the orientation schedule for you and your team, Dr. Bickel.”

He studied her detached expression. “It’s Gemma, yes?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Thank you, Gemma.”

“You’re welcome, Dr. Bickel.”

Bickel ran an assessing eye over her as she turned away. Medium brown hair. Medium height and build. Nondescript features. Ordinary, really. Nothing that would stand out in a crowd. 

Nothing to incite concern.

Except that she had been standing less than three feet from him and his team as he expressed his low opinion of Prochanski and they discussed the urgency of their work. 

Not to mention my intention to set up a hidden partition on the department node. 

How much did she hear? 

He said quietly, “Rick? Tony? Don’t get into the habit of speaking directly to that girl. If you need something, use email.”

“Her? Rather a dull sort, if you ask me.”

“Never forget that she’s Prochanski’s admin. Watch yourself around her.”

~~**~~
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Six Months Later

BICKEL’S SCOWL COULD have curdled milk. “I’ve got bad news and bad news, boys. The first of the bad news is that Sandia’s federal oversight has decided to separate our work from the MEMS program. Our new program will be called AMEMS, Advanced Microelectromechanical Systems.” 

Tony squinted. “That’s bad news?” 

“Did you miss the part where I said Sandia’s federal oversight? Our dear Dr. Prochanski has been flapping his flipping jaws to the feds who oversee the labs’ work. He’s been touting our progress to them! We don’t want that kind of attention, particularly from the military-industrial complex or from the military intelligence community—an oxymoron if I’ve ever heard one.”

Tony grimaced. “Oh. Right.”

“Yes, right! I’ll never surrender my work to the US military or intelligence machines, but we’re in no position to cut and run at this juncture. The single upside to today’s news is that we’re moving to a larger lab—and I’ll get the money we need to build a 3-D printer to my specifications and equip it with the nanopore print head I designed. The print head hasn’t come out right yet, but with additional work, I am certain it will.”

Rick sighed. “More space will be welcome but . . .”

“But it comes with more scrutiny,” Tony finished.

“You can bet your 401k it does. And can you guess who’s moving with us? That pompous windbag, that mediocre excuse of a scientist, Prochanski. He thinks he’ll be ‘directing’ and ‘overseeing’ my work—and yet he can’t even follow my briefings! I hear he’s bringing Gemma Keyes over, too. Promoting her to part-time project manager.”

“Project manager? As in keeping tighter tabs on us?” Rick said. 

“No doubt about it. Prochanski informed me that Gemma will collect weekly updates from us—and he’s bringing in two postdocs and three more techs to ‘assist.’”

Rick considered for a moment. “Hey, you know how we’re running dual R&D tracks, feeding Prochanski and the feds ‘promising’ data? Additional staffing might make running those tracks easier. What if we assign them the bogus lines of R&D we’ve been conducting on the side? We could send them down the rabbit trails while we focus on bringing the real development to fruition.”

The rabbit trails Rick spoke of were research paths Bickel and his team had already explored and that had resulted in a series of “dumb” nanobots. Bickel had ultimately rejected that entire line of thinking during his previous university tenure. Here at Sandia, though, he and his techs were running the same experiments “on the side” purely to sidetrack their oversight. 

To keep Prochanski from realizing how far along Bickel really was.

“Good idea. Might keep them busy and out of my hair. Meanwhile, Prochanski thinks he has access to my data. He hasn’t a clue that I’ve been shining him on from the get-go, hand-feeding him progress reports I wrote three years ago. He’s too obtuse to realize that the line of research I’m reporting to him eventually dead-ends with the production of clunky, single-function nanobots instead of ‘smart’ devices that can learn and adapt.”

He paused and ran his fingers through his thin beard. “We can’t keep his postdocs focused on that go-nowhere line of R&D forever. Eventually they will reach the same conclusions we did, particularly if either of them are exceptionally bright. A year? Two at most, if we’re lucky—and I don’t feel lucky at the moment.”

His mouth tightened. “We have no choice but to accelerate our plans. All of them.”

Rick grimaced. “It’s time to implement your exit strategy?”

“Yes, but slowly and carefully. Are you both certain you wish to continue?”

“You mean, are we worried about getting caught?” Tony asked.

“Yes. Do either of you want out?” Bickel asked. His sober gaze shifted between them, and he wondered if, at this point, he would lose either of them . . . or both.

Rick exhaled. “Nope. We already discussed this. I’m with you, Doc.”

“Me, too, Dr. B,” Tony answered.

Bickel exhaled in relief. “Thank you. I don’t wish to—I cannot—understate or trivialize the risks the three of us will be taking as we go forward. Nevertheless, when we pull the trigger for my disappearance, I will have done everything possible to provide you with unassailable alibis. As long as you don’t crack when they put the screws to you, you’ll be fine.”

He ground his teeth and added, “Whatever happens, we can’t allow Prochanski access to my work, my real work. I have no doubt he’s already looking to hawk it to the highest government bidder—not to mention that he’ll be trying to claim the credit for my breakthroughs at the same time.”

“Uh, when do we make our initial foray into the mountain?” Rick asked.

Bickel considered the question. “How about I host a planning session over the weekend, say, Sunday evening?” He brightened. “And how about I fix dinner for the three of us?”

Dr. Bickel loved to entertain; moreover, he was an excellent cook. 

“If you’re cooking, I’ll be there with bells on!” Tony said.

Rick laughed. “Oh, you can count me in, too. Me and my good friend—Mr. Appetite!” 

~~**~~
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