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​Prologue
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My name is Leslie Anne Brennemann. I waitress at the Historical Hyannis Hotel Restaurant just off Highway 2 in Hyannis, Nebraska. Living on a ranch in the middle of nowhere, you have a tendency to not know much about what is going on in the rest of the world, and for that matter you really don't care. I grew up and went to school, and I learned about space travel and technological advancements, but I still had to ride my bike to school and do homework, and go to mass on Sundays. I was consumed at the time, with trying to find out why an Irish Viking in the middle of nowhere, came out so weird. 

My friends said I was kidnapped as a baby, and I started to believe them. I grew suspicious of everything any adult would tell me, there was just nothing that could explain why I was so different. My favorite Aunt Mary, was black with kinky hair like me, but then I found out, I was not even related to her, and my world began to fall apart around me. Like trying to hold onto a cake. The crazy old Aunt that traveled everywhere, an alcoholic that drank like a fish, loved to get naked, and courted trouble like it was a duty to humanity, was in fact my real mother.

That explained a lot about me and my personality.

It wasn't until my adopted mom, Loretta Lynn Brennemann passed away though, that I learned how all these crazy people became a family. I found out that she went into space and saved over a thousand people, an odd rumor that had some merit to it. So, like a good waitress I began to investigate things. I discovered in these pages, there was much more to that story than just a simple ship disaster.

What I uncovered, would explain how I came to be adopted in Hyannis Nebraska, how my moms met each other and how their lives became forever entangled. It may have begun on board a doomed spaceship some twenty years ago, but the real story developed after they were rescued, trying to make it home. They formed a bond that only now can I truly understand. 

My Uncle Branford, who actually is related to me, read my last book before it even went to the publisher, and told me I wasn't finished. There was a lot more to the story of my moms. What I found was that for all the people that I interviewed, all the survivors of the Elissa disaster, to them it was all over, the story ended. Even my Aunt Dory purposefully eluded my questioning, to my chagrin, and it took some digging, some discovery of government documents that became unclassified, to get to the facts. No one actually had any idea what happened after my moms were rescued. 

I grew a deeper interest in the investigation, when scientists and investigators just recently shut down the laser grid that controlled the hydrogen fuel burning out of control on the ship. That allowed them to recover the bodies that remained trapped in several aft sections of the Elissa, sealed after the very first explosion. Many of those people had survived, but perished months later waiting for someone to come rescue them. They also discovered the body of Daniel Martinez in pod one, just like my mom had described.

The voyage of the Elissa, doomed before it disembarked, was already under intense scrutiny by several U.S. agencies. My Uncle Branford was a part of that effort, and they began their work over a year before the ship itself was even completed. The investigation did not end with the demise of the ship. 

After rescue operations were underway, Dory Azod, Loretta Lynn Brennemann and Jesop Beaman, were all listed as dead, when they miraculously showed up at Transfer Station. This is the story that led to an international incident, and the miraculous appearance and subsequent attack on the three of them. It is also how their lives became forever interwoven, and my future was written in chaos, just like I always thought.
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Chapter 1  ​The Geitz
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A year before the ultra-lavish cruise ship Elissa would be revealed to the public, Special Agent Scott Broaux, stood over what initially looked like a ton of wasted paper. In a small conference room, in an equally small section of the Pentagon, known as ‘Amateur Alley’, he stepped up to a long conference table and sighed deeply. 

Scott, a young fresh new agent with the Secret Service, crossed his arms. His mug was still in his hand. The coffee in it, had long since turned cold, but he needed the device. He put it to his lips and held it there, to keep his mouth shut. 

Etched glass could easily replace the paper spread out across the conference table. It probably cost the same. Nobody used paper anymore. The entire room, including the walls, could be used as a screen. His lips folded inside his mouth, into the tight grip of his teeth, hidden behind his mug.

Scott was the first one chosen to start a new team. It could turn into a whole separate department if the stars aligned just right. He had helped choosing the crew, selecting recruits from other agencies. Mostly he just picked people that he knew. It wasn’t a secret organization, or a covert military strike group. It was just a section that would specialize in a new form of international financial crimes. Normally he would be excited, he would tell his mother, but he wasn’t expecting the opportunity to pan out.

A civilian named Alex Geitzen, the bane of Scott's existence, shredded the very core of who Scott saw when he looked in the mirror. Alex had been arrested for infiltrating a network that did top secret work for the government of the DWO. Currently cooperating with authorities, his presence filled the building with resentment. Maybe not the whole building, probably just Scott, but there remained a lot of resentment there.

He knew Alex from college, and it ate at him on the inside. Scott worked so hard, to earn his masters from Stanford, and the deadbeat Alex went to the same school. Everyone asked, everyone associated them together, and he had to reply, “Yes. I knew him.”

Alex was the one that laid all the paper across the conference table. When Alex turned around, Scott’s disdain grew stronger. He looked like a young woman in certain light, with mascara and eye shadow, but his hair... His hair made him look like a cartoon. 

Alex had dark pink hair. It looked like moss or something. Pulled back on his head, and sticking out in spikes behind him, like he traveled at great speed. 

Scott breathed deeply, audibly through his teeth.

“Okay.” Alex stepped back from the table after adjusting the pages delicately, “You see? I proved it.”

Scott's condescension dripped from his features. He took another deep breath, “See what?”

Alex began swirling his hands in the air like he buffed the wax off an invisible car. He moved to one end of the long conference table and sliced the air with his hand sharply, “This address hits this address here and spawns this address. This address spawns this column and this address spawns this column. There are nine of them in just this sequence.” 

Pages of text, printed out on twelve by twenty-four-inch white paper, covered the surface of the table from one end to the other, all perfectly aligned edge to edge. Scott refused to read it. He squinted a little, just enough to notice the text read left to right across the entire table, not just across each page. Even Alex's thought process worked radically different. 

Like a black fungus that infects a potato, just the fact that he went to Stanford, lobbed him into the same class of people as Scott. That remained completely unacceptable. Scott's face resonated heat. He could feel his credibility dissolving before his eyes, in a flame that burned blue and hot.

Alex continued, “Then this address spawned this address and this address and this address...” He moved along slowly framing each column with both hands, moving a step and repeating the movements just begging to be slapped. 

Scott could not help but express his anger in passive aggression. He finally lowered his mug from his face, “What Alex? What does ‘this address, this address, this address,’ mean? Who cares?”

Alex stood up straight and turned his head towards Scott, but would not look at him. He waved a hand like a display person on a game show, “It’s a botnet.”

Scott had never lowered his arms. The mug still poised high enough in the air to hide his lips. He pulled it away just enough to speak, “Okay...?” 

“It’s getting bigger exponentially... This was six hours ago...”

Seeing Alex in school remained one thing, but watching him parade around the Pentagon, like a clown college dropout, just drove Scott crazy. But Jeffry Burns, Scott's boss, felt certain Alex had a place in the world. He invoked Scott's mother, saying that Alex had something that no one else had, a gift that no one understood just yet. Scott had tried to debunk the whole gift idea, but his mother kept cutting in front of him inside his brain, with a stern look of displeasure.

Scott’s mother, a member of the Parish Council at Church, used to talk all the time about gifts. How God would use people’s gifts, and how it rested with her, to find those gifts in the congregation. Scott tried to see it in Alex, he really did. He even tried to see Alex as female. The rouge and eye shadow looked normal enough, even when he dressed as male. Even the lipstick he could accept, but today the pink hair helmet... It was just embarrassing. 

Scott conceded with some difficulty, “Okay. I see that this is a botnet. It’s growing...”

“This is just the first nine hours... Like I told you.”

Scott grew confused and puzzled, “Who, why, who cares?”

“Onote.”

Scott’s face emptied of all expression. A giant iron sledgehammer dropped on the dashboard of Scott's brain. It shattered all his thoughts into a million different pieces. That single word, then squirted onto the floor in the back of his mind, like a wet fish. 

A long silence collapsed the room into the pools of his eyes, and his arms dropped to his side. He moved up to the table, deposited his coffee mug carefully, and took a deep cleansing breath, “Splain.” 

“Well, they’re going to work.”

Scott’s irritation level redlined, the needle clicked against the red stop. He raised his voice, “Yeah, I assume that, but who, why what where? Answer some of the basic questions required to have a conversation Alex, and don’t expect me to understand this shit. Alex, you have got to get better at talking.”

He looked down for just a second, analyzed his work, and started over, pointing his thumb at Scott’s belly. This time he spoke slowly and softer, “The collective has started their project and it’s much bigger this time. This one is different somehow.” He stood up straight, made a gesture like some kind of wizard, then continued, “That means that Onote is not ‘one guy’ like you said. That means the money was successfully transferred. That means the target has been determined. That means a runner has been found...”

Scott focused on Alex’s arm, it dropped down on a slice of text, then went back up and he moved over. Then it dropped down on another group of pages and then he moved over... The words that Alex spoke ran in the background on the big screen in Scott's brain, while the fish flapped around in all the debris of the shattered dashboard. All the conversations he had had pertaining to Onote began repeating. All the scads of information started percolating. A thought formed, going through pipes and smaller and smaller tubes until it bubbled into a small glass vial.

The skin on his face grew hotter. "Goddamnit!" Echoed inside his brain but he did not speak. He had originally come to the conclusion that a single guy used the moniker Onote. Alex however, could see something in the signature of his conversations and activities. It rendered the name more into a special operations team, rather than a single individual. 

Unbeknownst to the authorities, Alex had some experience in the actual configuration of an operation similar to this one. They worked as a group to cover each other’s tracks. In some cases, known criminals performed menial tasks, to which the collective would protect them and allow them to get away with actual murder. It paid extremely well.

Scott dismissed that idea. It was insane. 

Fundamentally the idea had a critical flaw. Alex suffered from a severe lack of social interaction with other human beings, and that meant that Alex could not understand the dynamics of the formula he had just struck. Mercenaries, men who killed and got paid to do so, do not hang out with geeks. They had nothing in common, no common language, no need that a relationship with a geek would satisfy, but that theory had struck a chord with Burns and all the bosses in the food chain.

Alex slid a sheet of paper closer to the edge of the table so Scott could read it.

Scott continued to talk amongst himself. This idea made no sense at all. "How do geeks and mercenaries even communicate?" He thought. "And why...?" 

Those words echoed over the image of the flapping fish on the floor of his brain. His eyes dropped down to the corner of the page, where Alex pointed.

“What the fuck?” He actually said that.

He spread his arms out and placed his hands firmly on the table. Visibly shaken, in a blinding flash of the obvious, all the monitors went blank. His system rebooted, and his brain went to a black screen, with just a little yellow rectangle blinking in the upper left-hand corner. 

“Holy shit,” slipped through his lips.

Geeks and mercenaries could speak to each other, using a common language. One that everyone on Earth spoke - Money. And this group used big words.

“What does this mean Alex?” In his voice the universe around him audibly cracked. His hand out, his pointy finger shaking over the numbers on the table. Not out of fear or health reasons, it just remained unclear which numbers specifically he talked about. Three columns ended with numbers, in US dollars, and any one of them could represent the GDP of an entire nation somewhere.

Alex leaned forward and pointed at a page on the far end of the table. “We have the target. We have the payment. We have the project underway... You said...”

Scott raised his hand, “I know..." He closed his eyes, "I know what I said." He took a deep breath, "This is the time stamp here?” He touched the devil paper, the top of the page where the money lie.

“Ah.” Alex took out a marker and moved around Scott. Darting from place to place he began to highlight the time stamps on all the columns, “Yes, it is. I analyze all the traffic, and this number here represents packets related to this column. This entire row is the original group of guys, I got from an original message two days ago.”

Scott smelled strawberry, the pink highlighter.

“I’m mirroring everything coming from their machines and blocking out all other superfluous traffic." He stepped back, "Most communications are encrypted, and that algorithm is their undoing. They’re not all on the same network you see. This is the command-and-control column, these are targeted machines all over the world, and these are more and more agents doing their bidding.” He motioned to each section using his whole arm.

The pools of text, began to make sense. The network computer talk, began to coagulate into groups, Scott could see it. He could see behind the curtain. His mouth fell open as he absorbed more and more details. 

Suddenly his stomach felt weird. He swallowed, “Okay. Hold on a minute.” Scott looked at the pink highlighted lines. The date time stamps in milliseconds meant that Alex had a record of all the data flows somehow, “Who started this?”

“These devices here...” He rushed to the other side of the table and opened his palms. “In this column. Once the routine is started it becomes malware. It’s alive, it brought in these guys here.” He leaned over and put both his arms out close enough to box in the pages, but not close enough to touch or move the papers.

Scott could feel his flesh getting cold, “No, I mean... Can you see who actually paid for this?”

Alex puckered, “No not yet really.” He moved to another section, “All we can see is the monies coming from a Chinese bank. These machines here are the randomizers, and I know it came from Europe, because the encryption algorithm popped out over here a few times, but I didn’t track it because I didn’t know it was important yet. It could have been a bad route or...”

Scott interrupted, “Alex!" He held out a firm hand. "...You can track it now?”

“Yes." He said abruptly. "I’ll be looking for extraneous packets using that algorithm. Yes.”

Scott just stared and squinted a little more, sliding his finger along a list of addresses that certainly scattered the world.

Alex continued, “These guys using this C&C, have sent out these millions of machines, to attack this section over here.”

“What’s the target?”

Alex moved to the end of the conference table and picked up the sheet of paper in the far corner. He held it up and covered his face with it.

Scott stared. He walked across the room to read.

Alex slid the page down to his chest and sliced the table with his hand, cutting across pages and pages of numbers that from that angle appeared to be grouped together also.

Scott leaned in closer to read the page on his chest, “What’s that?”

“Servers.”

“Servers?”

“A whole core of devices owned by this company.” A finger circled the entire set of networks and devices, grouped in paragraphs, a huge epic novel on this one piece of paper. Then it swirled again for some reason, and lighted upon a small list of domain names.

Scott grumbled, his stomach no longer happy, and he swallowed down the big fish. He could feel it going down, still flapping as it slipped into his very soul. His eyes blinked a few times to flush out the feeling and he looked up to Alex's face.

Alex turned away immediately and pointed, “You see, they’ll hit every device in the company and in the domain, in the cloud or on their personal devices, phones, TV’s, refrigerators... And suck out all kinds of stuff...” He moved and touched another page gently, "Then they stick it here."

Scott followed in silence. He watched Alex's finger point to another page that suddenly looked separate. Scott could feel the air shift. It began to make sense. All the work, all the efforts got divided into groups of hijacked computers, doing small simple tasks that remained a part of a larger more complex endeavor.

Alex continued, “Then they'll just sort through it until they get what they want.”

Scott squinted even more, “Can you tell what they want? Drrr, whhh... What they’re after?”

“I just started streaming their data, but... Yes.”

Scott put his hand over his mouth and squeezed, as manly as he could to prevent himself from squealing. The whole 'special ops' group had been assembled to gather this kind of data and make it make sense. Business organizations had turned militant it seemed, over the last ten years, but there had never been any direct proof. No one had gotten behind the curtain. Random accidents brought down empires, eliminated key personnel, turned entire worldwide organizations, into floundering separated divisions suddenly ripe for takeovers.

Scott moved to the other side of the table and Alex followed. The first column, the numbers highlighted in yellow could be traced to their origin states. The country codes looked mostly from Europe but some came from North America, and some of them even looked like they came from the U.S.

That proved two things. 

“First of all, these systems are not mobile...” Scott went into analyze mode, and a finger pointed to the page.

Alex just stared at the papers and nodded, “They’re probably impersonators spoofing other people but...” Alex shrugged in acknowledgement.

Scott’s finger slid to the second page as he capitulated, “There’s more than one system starting the attack at the same exact time...” Scott looked at Alex, “They're all on different networks... Couldn’t this have been started by malware?”

“Not so far as I can tell. These guys knew what their jobs were.” He highlighted a section on another page, “You see this is where they injected the malware.”

The second column showed how the command-and-control system got stood up, using several false machines to gain access to prime systems. Scott turned more receptive, he pointed with a wave, “Maybe that’s their specialty.”

“That’s what I’m thinking because these guys down here are going after mobile users and home routers.”

Then the spawning developed just as Alex had said it would. Now that the traffic flowed, he could capture the data. Then he could determine what they tried to get at, something that no one had figured out how to do yet. Scott could feel the fish in his belly, flapping around, and stirring up a bunch of old crow. 

“There is a fucking pattern,” He whispered to himself and his head dropped. 

So far out of the loop on this one, Scott felt completely outclassed. He walked over to the other side of the table and read the last column, the targeted machines, their address ranges and their domain names. He breathed the strawberry highlighter deep into his lungs, “Okay. You win. You were right... So, what do they want? You said you knew what they want...”

Alex scanned all the pages with a quick glance and nodded slowly. “I do.” 

Scott stared at him, “Well?” His head wobbled, “And that would be...”

For the first time ever, Alex stopped moving and he looked right at Scott, right in his eyes. Scott turned away suddenly uneasy. He spotted the finger. Alex pointed to something and Scott bent forward to read. The fish began to spawn. Scott felt nauseous, he would have to accept his fate, inform his boss, and admit that Alex knew his technology, he knew it better than Scott.
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Pryanyi
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The air was chilly in Lviv Oblast. Sitting outside in the wind, Kalisa Grigorevna squinted into her computer. On the table, just outside a small bistro, her half-eaten egg sandwich sat in the sun. It was the only thing still in an orb of pure light, and she was the only one outside. The splotchy shade, from a huge old tree growing out of the sidewalk, had moved and taken over the table.

Kalisa had not noticed. She sipped her raspberry tea, and re-read what she had just written. Her hands were getting cold and she rubbed them together.

Pages and pages of code, a new project she was working on, had helped her get even richer. She had just found a weakness in the way images and video, were stored and referenced in AI. With that information, she used an avatar, a fake computer-generated person, to replace the captured known criminal in the images.

The date time stamps did not change, just the person identified in the file. She was very excited, but you would never know it. This would be a game changer, but Kalisa worked differently. She wanted more. She had just stolen a well-connected jewel thief from the hacker group Onote, and possibly the entire criminal organization that backed him. 

The crime scene had several cameras that captured the individual, but Onote could not alter the images. They were submitted in as evidence, so multiple copies of the video had been created. She had to find them, alter them and ensure they were all identical.

She accomplished that, even changed the charging documents, fingerprints and evidence lockers. The case had to be dropped. Authorities had found that the investigation was riddled with mistakes and inaccuracies. They blamed the police’s incompetence for the suspect’s release.

Kalisa was paid in an untraceable Chinese currency.

That was when the real work began. The golden goose, would be to alter the video in real time. It would require a large system, like an existing AI somewhere, because the communications and computer cycles required were enormous. So far, the work she was doing was manual, but that was changing too.

She infiltrated a social media company, and began to work with the avatars it used like bots. It was like a hobby, something that she was tinkering with. She studied the way it was written, the way that the system repaired itself. She unraveled the avatars, and the way that the writers had used them. They ran much of the background algorithms, and managed the site. If there was a way to activate her processes within them, she would not need AI. It would just be a running activity, on a system that she controlled. She could cover her own tracks. 

Just the idea that she could feed the video cameras, or more specifically, the data streams that the cameras used, had her fascinated. In theory, she could alter the data as the cameras recorded it. She could possibly insert her own avatar into the images, replacing a guy walking down the street. It would be easy to turn him into a big stuffed bear or a jellyfish, but to make him into another person altogether, and remain undetected... That would be the ultimate.

She sat back. Cold fingers massaged her lips. Her eyes drifted to the curb, and the leaves blowing in a cool breeze. If she could outright purchase a company... All the assets would be hers. How much would a company like that possibly cost?
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​Washington DC, the White House 
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Nguyen Nguyen, the Under Secretary of State, sick for three days, wanted to go home. He stood in a hallway in the White House, drained of all life, trying to make the decision. He spotted Gordon Brigart and Elliott Page making a bee line straight for him. 

He nodded at them, slumped over in the hallway.  He was a paler shade of grey than usual, and he took a deep cleansing breath as they stepped up, “What’cha got?” He had no semblance of enthusiasm in his voice.

Page, a Special Agent with the Secret Service, spoke up first, “Your office?” 

The White house had a lot of closets. A lot of closets converted into offices. Nguyen pushed open the door to one, but before he could move out of the way, Gordon Brigart, the Director of the Secret Service pushed him aside. He moved to the only chair not assigned to a desk, and sat down uncomfortably. 

He looked Nguyen up and down, “Did you sleep in those clothes?”

Nguyen looked back disapprovingly.

Page gently pushed him towards his desk and closed the door. He moved behind Brigart, stretched his neck, “We have a problem.”

Nguyen’s knuckle thumped the edge of the desk as he moved to sit down, and he pulled his hand up and shook the pain out of it. He flopped down abruptly and struggled to reach into his pocket for his handkerchief. “What’s that?”

Brigart sniffed the air and grew visibly uncomfortable. The room, although large enough for two desks pushed up against each other and two chairs, smelled damp. Nguyen watched him studying his surroundings carefully.

“It’s the Interrum Corporation...” Page rubbed his lips somewhat nervously, “Something major’s about to happen and we think we need to stay off the grid with this one.”

Page opened his jacket and pulled out a small screen that unfolded. He grabbed an image and threw it at Nguyen’s desk where it appeared as a small box blinking slowly.

That brought a scowl, and Nguyen reluctantly pointed, "What’s that?” He touched his handkerchief to his nose and just held it there, while his other hand tapped the image.

The small animated box opened up.

“It’s another conversation.” Page mumbled. Over the last two months just the word conversation raised a red flag. These ‘Conversations’ had spawned the whole new operation and the name of their group, Encrypted Communications Data Intelligence and Distribution Tracking. ECDI for short. That name would surely change.

Brigart leaned in, “Sir, it sounds like they’re after a top-secret project.” 

“A government secpet, sev...” Nguyen sneezed. “A secret project?” 

Page studied him, “Bless you.” 

The door opened behind them and everyone turned around.

"Douglas, give us a second." Nguyen nodded to his roommate, still holding the handkerchief to his face.

"Sure." The gentleman stepped back out.

Page turned back, “No, it’s not a government project, its private... It's a new vessel of some kind.” His face grew inquisitive, “Is it the cherry blossoms or the stink in this room?”

Nguyen glanced at him for a moment and leaned over to read. “I don’t fuckin know...” He separated the pages on the screen and slid them apart. His brow dipped, “But it’s killing me. How far along are they?”

Brigart put his hand on the desk and a yellow square appeared around it, the computer quickly identifying it and isolating it from the rest of the data, “They’re almost done.”

Nguyen looked at Brigart’s hand, expecting it to do something, but it just lay there. He rubbed his nose carefully and tucked the hanky in his pocket again. “Well? ...What’s all this stuff?” He motioned to the image.

Brigart just looked back at him, “That’s tracking stuff or web stuff.” He shrugged.

They just stared at him, so he put on his glasses, and studied the screen more carefully. He began to read, and just after the first two sentences his eyebrow began to twitch, “What does it mean?”

No one said anything.

Finally, Page bumped Brigart with his hip.

Brigart nodded and took a deep breath, “Well, the text indicates somebody’s in place..."

"Wa... What do... What do you mean, in place?" Nguyen pushed on the bridge of his nose, and did not look up.

Brigart shrugged uneasily, his nose ruffled, "That's the problem... We don’t know where that place is...” 

Nguyen positioned his body to look at both men directly, “A sleeper cell?” 

Page spoke carefully, “That’s what we're saying. We don’t know. They could be here at the company’s headquarters, that’s where the attack is focused.” He looked around the floor, "You don't think you may have mold in here? Do you?"

Nguyen looked up at him and then began examining the floor also, “What does Alex say?”

The room fell silent. Elliott and Brigart began to fidget. 

Nguyen swept his eyes along the edges of the carpet, and then they rose to Brigart, expecting a response. 

Brigart took a deep breath, and leaned way back in his chair, avoiding his stare. He pulled his belt and slacks up over his round belly, and moved his tie slowly to cover his belt buckle. Finally, he spoke, “Burns and Geitzen both think...” No one wanted to actually say it, and he paused because he didn’t want to either. The words would not come out smoothly, his neck and head jerked around, “They think they’re gonna bring down the ship...”

Nguyen grimaced and adjusted his seat, “Ship? This is a ship? Holy blazes.”

Brigart jumped forward in his seat, his hand plopping back onto the desk, “All the stuff we’ve been watching... Nothing resembles this, it makes everything much more complicated.” His eyes fell to the edge of the desk, and a rumble began in his throat, “We just brought... We just started bringing people in...”

Nguyen looked at Page who seemed to be stuck in a pose, he gazed off somewhere, as if uninterested. He glanced back and forth at them, "If Burns is right... We need to get A.T. involved in this...” 

Page suddenly grew animated, “They’ll try and take over, they have no resources and they won’t be able to...”

Brigart interrupted, raising a hand to silence Page, and to get Nguyen's attention, “I can get a man out there, that’s not a problem... We get ‘em snapped in, on board and ready to go. When we do get a team together, they’re already in place.”

Nguyen put one hand to his head and leaned onto the desk, stuffing his handkerchief up to his nose quickly. “Our own sleeper cell? Well, do it. Put someone on that ship, someone in the company, hell, put people in the bathrooms, but notify Anti-Terror or we all get the chair... Understood?”

He blew heavily and the wet and thick sound resonated in the tiny room. 

Page covered his mouth and his nose, Brigart looked away, his lip curling up, “Ick. That’s nasty man. We don’t... We don’t have a system in place to go through 250 Petabytes of code.”

Nguyen looked inside the handkerchief.

Page turned away, “Awe dude.”

Nguyen ignored them, “This is another foreign business at war with an American business? They’re blowing up each other’s shit now?” He gave Page the eye, “How many people understand this stuff?”

Brigart began to nod his head up and down and back and forth, yes, no yes no...

Nguyen looked at him for a moment, “Alex?” Brigart just continued to nod yes and no. “Just one guy?” He sank deeper into his chair, “So what do you want?”

Page moved closer, “We want to put someone on that ship. Get a team to start looking at this stuff.”

Nguyen shrugged, “Get ‘em.” He just looked into their relentless gaze. Nobody blinked, they just stared at each other. Then Nguyen cracked, “You guys just bring me work. That’s all you do, just walk in and crap all over me.”

“We also need a place to live.” Brigart jumped at the chance.

“What’s wrong with the Pentagon?” Nguyen scowled again, stuffing the handkerchief in his pants.

“It’s a barracks. We need security and room for our electronics. The Secret Service doesn’t like us sharing their shit.”

Page mumbled in, “...Or their bandwidth,” He glanced at Brigart, “Alex eats a lot of bandwidth.”

Nguyen just paused and looked at them, “I have stuff to do already. Look at all this crap.” He waved an arm to all the icons on his desk.

He flipped up a glass interface on a long swing arm and moved it up to shoulder height, “You guys, this agency thing was not supposed to happen for six months. We have no appropriations...” An image appeared on the screen of a woman with a headset on, his facial expression changed. He smiled forcibly, “Denise? Is... Is Harvell around today? I need to talk to her.”

She squinted, “Are you Okay?”

His head slid back on his shoulders.

She shook her head, “You look... You look terrible.”

His whole body deflated.
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Inside a secure computer room in the Pentagon, officers and military policemen did their jobs for all their respective agencies. Their faces were parked in front of computers all over the well-lit room, and it was as quiet as a morgue. All government data converged here, to be shared with operations. Rooms similar to this one, were scattered all over the DWO, but this one in particular, had Alex Geitzen.

Given just a small corner to start his work, he amassed everything he needed in secret. Including bandwidth. Unbeknownst to anyone who worked there. 

He sat at a folding table against the wall, behind what looked like a shower curtain of dark fabric. Two big screens stood before him, and one flat screen desk, covered with electronic items broken apart. Virtual boxes, some with images, some with just code, ran in every inch of the displays.

Something just appeared in a cascade of code, and highlighted in yellow. The virtual box was gathering all communications related to the Elissa. Alex touched the image softly, tapping it to highlight the entire conversation. The yellow spread across several screens in small squares. He followed the color, glancing around all the different places that the it referenced. One portion had text instead of code and he squinted at it.

“TUESDAY 04 LOC X32I21 13:50.” 

Alex touched his lips, then his finger highlighted the text, ‘X32I21’.

He spoke softly into his microphone and started another process, “search -random -global ‘X32I21’”

The new square went active without a response, and it shrank out of view.

Across the room, a Marine continued to work on a completely unrelated project, zooming in on the distorted image of a car in a parking lot. Using several techniques, he worked to improve the image of the license plate, trying to make it readable. Suddenly, a small line graph on his screen moved in the corner of his eyes, and he squinted at it. 

“Look there it goes again.” His chair squeaked as he leaned back.

In the cubicle next to him, an Air Force Lieutenant, leaned way back in her chair, and slid out to see his screen. She studied the small bandwidth graph with him. 

"Thirty one percent and holding." The Marine spoke quietly.

She stood up and looked over the partition to the little dude in the corner.

She heard the Marine grumble, "35%."

“No shit?” She whispered to herself. At her desk, she brought up a small icon and it spread out across four screens. The spider web of connections grew exponentially, scattering across the glass like a fungus.

In a whisper, through gritted teeth, the Marine spoke softly over her shoulder, “I told you.”

"I'm on it." She rested her chin on her knuckles and just watched the consumption. Quietly she opened a small screen and typed, 'Locate all government assets and annotate in red.'

The screen began to bleed. She puckered and her eyes swelled.
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​The First Lead
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Stacks of electronic files and images, waited for Scott to access them. He managed the documentation of his team’s work. Putting the official record of their efforts into the global system. Tasked with putting small bits of data into small squares, scattered across the indexing page, required having to read and re-read the questions, over and over. The tedious nonsense consumed him.

“Scott?”

He spun around to find Alex standing behind him.

“I got something,” He leaned over him and rolled out a big rubber screen across the desk.

Scott startled, “Wh..? What is this, where’d you get this?” his finger almost touched the rollout plastic screen, but he would not put his fingerprint on it.

Alex shrugged, “I ordered it.”

Scott’s entire body shook, and he glanced around to see if anyone was watching, “What? From who? How much did this...” 

Alex interrupted, “It’s Okay. I took care of it.” He stretched to see over the cubicle walls, glanced behind them, then began in earnest, “It’s already approved, purchased and delivered by the military defense budget and the AOC.”

Scott stared. His lips began to form a word, possibly the beginning of the word ‘what’, but he shook it off, “It’s not our budget right?”

“Right, you said...”

Scott raised his hand to stop him, “Never mind. Never mind, I don't wanna know.” Scott glanced behind him, then leaned over the screen and the scads of data organized in boxes, “What does this mean?”

Alex anointed one of the squares with a finger, “This is where the bomb is coming in from.”

“What?” Scott's chair banged into the cubicle wall as he stood up, “No shit? You’re fucking kidding right?” 

Alex coiled back up, “Nope, just got it.”

Scott looked at him, and his head tilted, “Splain.”

“Okay... Remember the message?” He slid out a small box that had the text in purple letters, ‘TUESDAY 04 LOC X32I21 13:50’

Scott nodded with wide eyes, just mesmerized by Alex’s hand. He watched his fingers moving the images.

A very large schematic of the space ship Elissa, swelled into view, “LOC means location. This number refers to deck 32,” Alex moved the image of the ship forward and zeroed in on the details, “Which is a holding space like a big garage... And this number determines the door. The item should hit the dock on Tuesday, just before 2:00.”

Scott could not contain himself, “No shit. Outstanding.”

Alex questioned, “So how do we intercept...”

Scott interrupted him in a quick motion pointing to his phone, “Call Burns.” The computer began to connect them.

Scott picked up the handset and began as soon as Burns answered, “We have it. We know where the bomb’s gonna be.”
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Surprisingly for a Sunday morning, in front of every screen, Jeffry Burns and Gordon Brigart could see the back of someone’s head. Burns, the department head and a lifetime Agent with the Secret Service, stood at the door of the room and strained to find the section chief. He scanned the rows and rows of cubicles, adorned with orange and red leaves, paper turkeys and Halloween masks.

Lupe Castro spotted the two of them standing at the door, and rushed towards them. Her large mesmerizing breasts bounced under her pajamas. Their eyes swelled at the same time. They also looked away at the same time.

“You got my message?” She sounded excited.

They looked at each other.

Brigart looked down at his shoes, “Yeah, what’s up?” That's when he spotted her bare feet.

She headed for her desk, “Well, we got everything we could find out about this girl, she’s pretty transparent.” 

They followed instinctively, 

“Nothing even remotely suspicious?” Brigart asked skeptically.

Burns stared at the floor. 

Lupe stopped at her chair and spun around. Every movement created a mesmerizing jiggle. She glanced over at Burns, then did a double-take.

She secured her big overcoat, and crossed her arms, “I have pajamas on.”

Burns asked curiously, glancing around the room, “You guys having a sleep over?”

“I see that.” Brigart chuckled, “I figured you had fuzzy slippers to go with them.” 

Lupe paused. She pointed at the door.

They both turned in unison. Right next to the entrance, poking out of the trash can, rose leopard printed fuzzy slippers. They were covered in mud, and soaking wet.

“They’re ruint...” She said behind them and sat down.

Burns smiled and laughed, "That was you?" 

They had spotted the giant wet footprints on the carpet, coming into the building.

She nodded sadly. 

He turned around and leaned on her desk, “Why?”

She glared at him sardonically. “I thought this was a breakthrough.”

He shook his head, “But why? Aren’t you on your honeymoon?”

She sighed, “Yes.” The big screen slid down, and she turned it into a desk. 

Brigart wilted, “Lupe... No. No. No... Go home. Go to your honeymoon.”

Burns agreed, “Jesus Lupe. This is work... Go home.”

“I can’t...” She raised her voice. Then she spoke more calmly, “It’s too late. I already ruined it.” She shook her head. “Anyway...” Systematically she laid digital images out in front of them. “There’s not much to this girl, she’s an accountant. Her father was a senator... I can’t see anything else really, maybe Alex has something.” 

Brigart grumbled.

Burns flicked through the row of pictures, “Wow. A gorgeous college girl from the Midwest...” He said oozing sarcasm.

“Cute huh?” Lupe used a lever to lower her chair, and then she slid herself closer to her desk.

Brigart peered over Burn’s shoulder with a stern face. 

She pointed, “Those are current... We got them from her posts.”

“She doesn’t look like a terrorist...” Brigart scratched his face.

Lupe nudged them with a nod, “What’d Alex say?”

Burns shrugged, “We just got the name.” 

Lupe wilted, “You’re kidding. The whole message was ‘Leslie Overhend?’” She did the air quotes.

Burns glanced at Brigart. “You’re sure we got the whole message?”

“I don’t know.” Brigart shrugged. He took over flicking through the pictures. 

“There’s one more.” Lupe just sat there, and it made both men stop what they were doing. They locked eyes on her, waiting for something.

She flung another one out, and it spun to the top of the heap.

Leslie Overhend peered into the camera, her face close, and big and wide. Right next to her, pressed against her face, was Agent Dory Azod. 

Brigart startled. 

Burns’s reaction was more subtle. He was confused, but his face just went blank. His eyes rose up and peered out the window like he was in a trance.

Brigart cocked his head, like a shrug, "She's happy? She looks happy."

Burns sighed. “What does this mean?” He continued to stare.

“They’re together I assume.” Brigart scratched his neck nervously.

Burns dismissed him, "Not that." He looked at Lupe.

Brigart shrugged, “I think they make a great couple. Except for... Maybe the age difference.” He looked up at Burns.

Lupe harrumphed, “Stay focused gentlemen... Mmmm...”

“Yeah.” Burns turned to Brigart, “Remember what Malone said?”

Brigart did not. You could see it in his expression. He was confused.

Burns continued, using a soft whisper, “She couldn’t pull off a relationship...”

Lupe spoke softly, “She’s close to her... Maybe there’s something going on with her father. Maybe it’s some kind of blackmail thing.”

Brigart slid the image aside and opened the box underneath. It revealed details about Senator Overhend. “It’s got to be her father.” He mumbled softly while reading.

“My troops are telling me he’s Okay. There’re no existing or pending investigations.” Lupe shook her head and leaned on the desk.

Burns nodded and squinted into the ether, “So who the hell is this kid?” He put his finger on the image, right on Leslie's nose and the image grew in size.

Lupe sat back, “Maybe Alex can call back, or get a message to the ship?”

Brigart pulled the picture closer so he could see, “We can try.”

Lupe opened a link from another source. She slung it to the front. “She’s in deep this time...” She pointed, “That’s from Leslie’s mom.” 

The picture showed Leslie and Dory together, with a caption at the bottom. The men leaned in to read it. Lupe surmised it for them, “Her mother says she’s happy she found someone... Finally.” Her eyes looked up at them through her eyebrows.

Brigart and Burns straightened as if poked. Burns just looked confused, obviously uneasy. No one spoke.

Burns pouted, "I'm out." His face changed into complete indifference.

Brigart shook his head, "Hold on. Hold on."

Lupe put her arms on the desk and leaned forward, "Where’re you goin’ again?"

Burns smiled into Lupe's big brown eyes, "Puerto Vallarta, Mexico. We leave out of San Diego."

"How long?" Lupe asked.

He showed her his outstretched fingers, "Five days."

Brigart touched his arm lightly, "Can you get with Alex today, and make sure this is everything?"

Burns waved goodbye to Lupe and turned to leave, "Yeah. I was gonna go hang with the guys on Monday, get a feel for what they have...” The two walked out together, “There has to be some chatter, and we need to catch it. If we can get a message out there, we’ll do it."

Brigart looked down, "We have to be home by two."

"I know, I know." Burns gestured.

Brigart shook his head, "I have to go get the truck first."

Burns looked at him very seriously, “Did you reserve it?”

“No, I didn’t think we needed to, it’s just for a day.” Brigart paused at the door to let him go through first.

Burns stepped through and spun around, “Jesus Gordo! What the hell? We need that truck. Alisha’s gonna shoot me.”

Lupe just smiled, watching the conversation. She knew the two wives well, and seeing the comic duo in action was just glorious. The girls knew they would screw it up. Both of them were on the same committee, gathering donations of food and clothing for flood victims. Lupe was there when they explained their duties to them for Sunday. It had been pre-planned days ago.

She shook her head.

Brigart was taken aback, “Why?”

“Damnit Gordo...” Burns whispered so loud everyone could hear, “I told her I would get it. We were supposed to have the truck last night!”

Brigart waved him off and started walking, “Oh, just relax. We’ll get the truck.”

When their voices dissipated down the hall, Lupe’s eyes dropped to the wastebasket by the door. Her smile turned into a frown. She sighed deeply.

She either had to put wet slippers on, or walk all the way through the park in her bare feet. 

A young girl stepped up and put a set of running shoes on the desk. "I have these."

Lupe looked at her with appreciative eyes, "Thank you. I forgot my card for the garage, so I have to walk through the park."

"I'm sorry. I guess this could have waited until Monday."

Lupe stood up, "No. No. This is critical. You did the right thing. I should have put on some clothes... And brought my key card."

The girl asked shyly, "Are you gonna be at the relief drive?”

“No... I don’t think so.”

“Okay. No bother, you can just bring them back on Monday.’ She leaned way over, “Can I ask why?" She pointed to the overcoat with her eyes.

"Well..." Lupe rubbed her eyebrow and looked out the window at the rain. "I thought it would be quick, I'd just pop in and leave. We were in the middle of something this morning... I just wanted to get away for a second..."

"Aren't you guys still on your honeymoon?"

Lupe shook her head and smiled, "Honeymoons over. We both have to get back to work on Monday."

"I bet that sucks."

Lupe sat back down. "You got that right. I don't want to be here." She looks up innocently.

"Go home!" The girl scooted the shoes at her, "Go home, I'll watch this stuff for you, just text me what you think."

Lupe grabbed the shoes and started putting them on, "Yeah, I think I'll do just that. This kinda killed the mood."
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