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AUTHOR’S NOTE

During the current times, it’s easy for people to take for granted the men and women who are defending this country; right or wrong, opinion versus opinion, they are doing their jobs and doing things well in the most inhospitable conditions that can only be imagined by people who have been in war.

It is not the intention of this author or the publishers of this work to merely make the American military a mere prop in a fictional story. With the highest respect, we attempt to portray them in the highest regard possible. We would never disrespect their ability, their patriotism or their honor for the sake of realism.

But all those soldiers must admit, you would rather be fighting an enemy with a little more class than your current foe—after all, all monsters aren’t bad.


PROLOGUE


Seventy-six miles northwest of Roswell, New Mexico
July 10, 1947



The blowing sand stung like small buckshot striking his face and exposed hands. The portly man held his hat tight to his head as he ran from truck to truck shouting at the drivers the best he could, repeating his commands when the wind snatched his words away. He was becoming hoarse with his repeated yelling over the sandstorm that had arisen in the last fifteen minutes. The last truck driver in the line of fifteen two-and-half-ton vehicles nodded, understanding that the convoy would wait on the side of rural Highway 4 until this sudden show of desert fury subsided.

Dr. Kenneth Early, a metallurgist by profession, had been placed in charge of arguably the most valuable pieces of cargo in the history of the world, at least that’s what he kept telling himself. Garrison Lee had selected him personally to make sure the crates they were transporting arrived safely in Nevada. They would have flown to Las Vegas Army Airfield but the dangers of an aerial mishap dictated they travel by secure truck convoy, and Lee had provided ten of his best security people to guard this unusual cargo.

The doctor fought his way back to the lead truck and waved at the driver inside, then proceeded to the green government Chevrolet at the head of the column. He opened the rear door and was grateful for the shelter the car provided. He removed his hat and shook it out, creating a small dust cloud and making his security driver cough.

“Sorry, it’s really blowing out there” Early said as he threw his hat on the seat beside him, then took his thick glasses out of his coat. He placed them on his nose, then leaned forward, placing his elbows on the front seat. “Any luck with the radio yet?”

“Not a word, Doc, it’s probably the storm; these army-surplus radios just aren’t that good when it comes to weather.”

“Damn, Lee will have my butt if we don’t let him know we had to pull off, it screws up his time schedule,” Early said trying to peer through the side window. “I don’t much like sitting here out in the middle of nowhere.”

“Me neither, Doc. To tell you the truth, knowing what’s in those crates, hell, I can’t seem to look at the world the same as I did yesterday.” The driver swallowed and turned his head to look at Early. “There’s some really bad scuttlebutt goin’ round, Doc, really creepy stuff.”

Early looked at the young army lieutenant, only attached to the group three months. “I know exactly what you mean, I’ll feel better when we have it all safely at the new complex.”

Early hadn’t been bothered by the corpses as much as he had been downright afraid of that goddamn empty ten-foot-by-ten-foot container, or cage, as the rumors were saying. Lee had tried to keep the lid on all the talk going around, but what they were carrying to Nevada would haunt anyone who was there for many years to come. For Early, it was the image of that cage that kept slipping back into his thoughts like the flitting remembrance of a nightmare; he closed his eyes as he tried in vain to control a shiver.

“Who in the hell is this?” the lieutenant asked aloud.

Early opened his eyes and looked at the army officer. He watched as the man placed the radio handset down and pulled a Colt .45 automatic from the holster he carried on his belt.

Early looked up through the windshield and was shocked to see three men dressed in black. He narrowed his vision and adjusted the fit of his glasses in an attempt to peer through the sand that was washing across the side of the road.

“Are they wearing hoods and goggles?” he asked, but the lieutenant had already opened the door, allowing the howl of the wind to take the doctor’s question and scatter it among the blowing sand.

“This is a United States government convoy. You men—”

That was as far as the young lieutenant got. As Early watched in horror, a black-clad man in the center of the three strangers raised what looked like a Thompson submachine gun and fired a burst of three rounds into the upper body of the army officer, slamming him first into the doorjamb and then to the roadway. The wind quickly took away the mist of blood that had exploded out of the lieutenant’s back.

“My God!” Early screamed.

It suddenly dawned on him that the car was not the best place to be at that moment. He quickly slid across the seat and scrambled out into the wind and sand, slipping once and falling to one knee, then finally gaining his feet and using the rear quarter of the Chevy for a guide. He fought his way to cover, all thoughts of protecting the debris and bodies lost in his panic to escape. He hunched low and started to make his way to the first truck in line when five .45-caliber bullets slammed into him from behind. Early hit the windswept road and rolled into the side ditch. As his life’s blood was soaking into the sand, he saw a tall man dressed in black combat gear standing, over him. The man looked around, then slowly leaned over, going to one knee and placing a gloved hand on Early’s quivering shoulder. The man spoke apologetically, as if he had done anything other than to brutally end Early’s life.

“I’m sorry for this, Doctor, but your boss doesn’t understand what it takes to make this country safe from our enemies,” he said loud enough to be heard above the blowing wind. A confused Early could only look up at him.

“Controlled violence, planned well and executed, is a valuable tool, a new one to be sure, but one our new enemies understand.” The man looked around a moment and shook his head and leaned even closer to the doctor’s ear. Gunfire had erupted up and down the line of trucks. “I’m just sorry it’s you and these American boys that got in our way” the man said sadly, shaking his head. “A goddamn shame.”

The killer in black lowered his head as he watched Dr. Early take his last breathy then he stood and started shouting orders.

The rest of the convoy personnel met the same brutal fate. And together with their cargo gathered from a small desert air base in New Mexico, they would all disappear into legend, and a mystery was created that would haunt the country for over sixty years, creating the largest cover-up in American history.

Among the blowing desert sands, now mixed with the blood of the dead and lost, the Roswell Incident was born.


ONE


Pacific Ocean, 577 miles south of the Panama Canal



The USS Carl Vinson sailed smoothly through the calm waters of the Pacific. Her huge mass parted the sea 320 miles off the coast of South America, leaving a wake of incandescent colors and sea life that rolled and churned after her four massive bronze propellers.

The Nimitz-class supercarrier was on her way home after a cruise of six months in the south-central Pacific. Her home port was Bremerton, Washington, and that was where most of the crew’s families would be waiting anxiously for their men and women to return from their long voyage. Her huge engines pushed her through the Pacific at twenty-six knots.

Flight operations on the Vinson were in preparation for the fighter and bomber air wings to lift off the following afternoon for their home bases of Miramar and Oakland. The only planes flying this morning were the carrier’s combat air patrol, better known as CAP, and they now cruised at twenty thousand feet and were one hundred klicks out. The morning had been calm and without incident for the two old but formidable Grumman F-14 Super Tomcats when the first radio call was transmitted from the Vinson, call name Ponderosa.

“Range Rider flight, this is Ponderosa. Do you copy? Over.”

Lieutenant Commander Scott “Derringer” Derry had his visor down as he looked into the rising yellow disk of the morning sun, reminding him of the Persian Gulf and his many combat missions over Iraq. As he thumbed the transmit button on his joystick, he looked to his left and slightly behind, eyeing his wingman, satisfied he was still in position and no doubt hearing the Carl Vinson the same as himself. “Ponderosa, this is Range Rider lead, copy five by five, over.”

“Range Rider One, we have an intermittent contact south at eight hundred miles and closing. Advise this information comes from Bootlegger and not Ponderosa. We have no contact at this time. Over.”

Under the mask, Derry pursed his lips. Bootlegger was the call sign for the guided-missile cruiser riding shotgun for the Carl Vinson, The USS Shiloh, with her Aegis tracking and fire-control system, could supply better air intelligence than the huge carrier, so her information was always acted upon.

Derry once again took a quick glance over his shoulder at his wingman. His partner gave a small wag of the huge fighter’s wings, indicating he had the gist of the call.

“Range Rider copies, Ponderosa. Inform lead of any target aspect changes, over.”

“Roger flight lead, Ponderosa will advise. Stay alert to TAC 3, Bootlegger will monitor. Over,” the Vinson answered.

Derry clicked his transmit button twice in acknowledgment. “Do you have anything yet, Pete?” he asked his radar intercept officer, or RIO, Pete Klipp.

“Negative, boss, I don’t have a thing on scope at this time”

Derry raised the dark visor on his helmet and once again looked down and back at his wingman, Lieutenant J. G. Jason Ryan, call sign Vampire, who was flying smoothly as ever as he brought his F-14 level with his commander.

“Does your RIO have anything, Vampire?”

“Negative lead, we’re clear,” Ryan answered.

“Understood. Let’s go see what we can see,” Derry said.

The two navy fighters made a slow turn to the south and climbed.
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The Combat Direction Center on the Carl Vinson was darkened to the point where the outlines of the operators were cast in a multicolored, luminous veil caused by the screens they monitored. On one of these screens was an air-search radar patch-through from the USS Shiloh.

“Still nothing?” Lieutenant Commander Isaac Harris asked.

The radar specialist adjusted the bandwidth on the monitor and looked over his shoulder at his commanding officer; a confused look crossed his features. “Comes and goes, sir, first solid, then nothing. Then on its next sweep it’s there, big as a barn, and then vanishes.”

“Diagnostics?” Harris asked.

“Clean, Commander, and Shiloh also reports their equipment is working fine, everything is up and to spec.”

Harris rubbed his chin and straightened. “This is damn strange.” He leaned forward and asked, “Heading change?”

“Negative, course still holding on a line to Vincent,” the technician answered. By this time a few of the other radar, sonar, and communications operators were leaning back in their chairs and watching with mild concern. Harris squeezed the young man on his shoulder and turned to his station, a large red-vinyl-covered chair raised on a pedestal so he could see the entire floor of the CDC. He lifted the red bridge phone that was mounted on the chair’s side and waited, looking hard at his operators until they all returned to their screens.

“Captain, this is Harris in CDC, we have a developing situation in our defensive perimeter.” He waited a moment for the captain of the Carl Vinson to respond. “Yes, I recommend the Alert One aircraft to be launched and bring the battle group to battle stations.”

Up on the massive flight deck, an announcement squawked: “Stand by to launch Alert One!” The message was repeated, and then came a call that brought everyone above and belowdecks to their feet running: “General quarters, general quarters, all hands man battle stations, all hands man battle stations, this is no drill, repeat, no drill.” On catapult number one, with its locking gear removed, the pilot saluted the plane captain on deck who was in control of the launch. He placed his head and back firmly into the backrest of his ejection seat and held tightly to the sides of the Tomcat’s canopy. The first of the two Grumman fighters screamed down the deck at full military power as the steam catapult literally threw it into the air. It was quickly followed by the second F-14 on full afterburner.

After the sneak attack on the USS Cole, on October 12, 2000, in the Persian Gulf, American warships had started taking security very seriously. It would be a terrorist’s wet dream to strike at an American symbol like a Nimitz-class carrier.

Copy, Ponderosa, understand Alert One has been launched. Range Rider out.” Derry turned his head slightly to the left after acknowledging the call from the Carl Vinson. “It’s go time, Vampire.” There was no verbal answer to the flight leader as just two clicks of Ryan’s transmit button acknowledged his readiness. “Let’s go see what’s out there,” Derry called out.

Both F-14 fighters lit their afterburners as a steady stream of JP-4 jet fuel exploded into the exhaust nozzle of the huge GE-400 turbofan engines, causing the nacelles in the exhaust bell to open wider to allow the expanding gases to escape, creating over fifty-four thousand pounds of thrust. At the computer’s directive, the wings on the two Tomcats started to retract to align along the aluminum fuselage as they crept toward supersonic. With the wings tucked in, both Tomcats screamed through the air, their outer skins heating up with the friction of passing air.

“I’ve got it!” Ensign Henry “Dropout” Chavez, Ryan’s backseater called. “Five hundred miles and closing.”

“We have it now,” Derringer reported over the secure link. Both aircraft knew their transmissions were being monitored by the Carl Vinson and every ship in Task Force 277.7.

“SOB, it’s huge,” Dropout said into his mask, and then: “Damn!”

“What’s wrong?” Ryan asked.

“Bogey just went ghost on me, disappeared like it was never there.”

“Derringer, did you copy that?”

“We have the same thing; last read was three-fifty and closing. Keep your eyes open “

“Roger.”

All thoughts for Ryan became reflexive as he felt the thrust of the two massive engines pushing him back into his seat. His flight suit was filling with air around his legs and chest, forcing the blood to stay put in his brain.

“There it is again. Damn, this thing is big,” Dropout repeated.

“Keep cool, I need closure rates, not comments.”

“It’s gone off the scope again, but last rate of closure was over three thousand miles per hour. She’s really moving, altitude is the same, we should see target at any time, a little to the left and below us about two thousand feet.”

Two thousand is a little close, Ryan thought. “Derringer, recommend we climb another three thousand, might be a better safety margin when we need it.”

Derry shook his head. “Negative, Vampire, just follow my lead and put a cork in it, concentrate on finding the ghost, over.”

Ryan shook his head, he knew they were too low. The possibilities of a head-on collision were too great to just ignore, but at the moment, he had no options but to obey his flight leader.

“I have a glimmer… oh God, what is that?” Derry’s RIO asked, his voice becoming lower, almost a whisper to himself.

Ryan scanned the sea below and ahead of his Tomcat; he saw nothing. “You have it?” he asked.

“Vampire, hard left and climb!” Derry called loudly over the radio.

The voice coming through the headphones in Ryan’s helmet was panicked. He had never heard his commander lose his composure, but it automatically made Ryan climb and turn hard without asking for details. His reactions were still the fastest in the squadron as his F-14 banked hard left as he applied flaps and power and the fighter jet shot higher.

“Ponderosa, Ponderosa, we have a bogey inbound your position,” Derry said.

“Range Rider, this is Ponderosa, we have your flight on scope but no bogey, confirm again. Over.”

Ryan came out of his turn a little later than he would have liked. When he regained his senses, after the extreme g-forces of his maneuver, he scanned the area and finally found his flight leader about ten miles ahead and slightly to his right. Derry’s Tomcat was not the only craft in the sky. His eyes widened as the full impact of what he was seeing registered in his mind.

“Vampire, are you behind me?” Derry asked over the radio.

Ryan could hear the breathing of his RIO; it was one of those noises you grew so accustomed to that you never noticed it, but now it seemed amplified.

“Roger, Derringer, right here. Don’t get too close to that thing,” Ryan said as he looked at the most terrifying and wondrous object he had ever seen in his life.

“I’ve got to get a closer look at this thing, Vampire, stay back on my six,” Derry ordered.

Jason Ryan, Lieutenant Junior Grade, United States Navy, knew that what his flight leader was attempting was dangerous, but all he could do was watch as Derry’s Tomcat crept closer to the flying saucer.

The two Super Tomcats were about a mile behind the UFO. The shape was what they had always expected or thought they would have seen—if they ever saw one. These images, along with many others, flickered in and out of the minds of the crews in the two fighters. The craft was round and looked like two plates that were sitting open face to open face. It was silver in color and had no discernible anticollision lights. Derry estimated it to be close to four hundred feet in diameter and at least fifty feet at its thickest point in the centerline mass. Then the words coming through his headphones finally registered and brought his attention back to the here and now.

“I’ve lost contact with the Vincent,” his RIO was saying.

“Come on, you mean we lost ’em just like that?” Derry asked.

“Sir, we have nothing. The Vinson is either off the air or we’re not transmitting.”

“We get the same over here,” Ryan said over the radio.

“Okay, we’ll go standard. We try and contact. If nothing happens, a warning shot. We cannot let that thing break three hundred miles to Ponderosa, is that clear?”

“Roger,” Ryan answered. For the past thirty seconds, the electrical tone in his headset had informed him that his Sidewinder missiles were locked on and were tracking the object. But even better, Ryan knew the gun cameras embedded in the belly and wing of his aircraft were filming this thing. As an added measure, and because of the size and unknown composition of the strange craft, Ryan made sure to also target a long-range Phoenix missile with its larger warhead and superior range.

Derry knew their strategy was flawed. He didn’t know how far a weapon from this thing could reach, as its range and capabilities were a mystery. The assumption of a line three hundred miles out from the carrier was just a guess, as a line had been drawn in the sky instead of the sand. Had this been a normal aircraft, a hundred miles was the limit of any antiship missile outside the U.S. inventory. The French-made Exocet antiship missile made infamous in the Falklands war by its sinking of the HMS Sheffield was now the weapon of choice for most of the outlaw nations that threatened ships at sea. But this thing was not a normal air-breathing vehicle.

Derry cleared his throat. “Unidentified aircraft, we are United States Navy fighter planes to your rear. You are approaching a quarantine zone and you are hereby ordered to identify yourself and turn your aircraft immediately to a westerly heading, over.”

Ryan heard the call repeated twice more by Derry and shook his head. He assumed this object wouldn’t feel threatened by their two small aircraft. As he approached, a large and jagged hole was increasing in size at the rear of the saucer.

“Derringer, looks like this thing has had a hole punched in it.”

“Vampire, stay in place with your finger on the trigger, we may have a… a… Well, something’s in distress here. That’s damage of some kind. I’m going to get a closer look.”

Ryan watched as Derringer’s F-14 started its advance toward the giant saucer. He nudged his throttles forward just a little; he knew his wingman would never notice. He watched his flight leader’s Tomcat as it approached from the rear. The huge jet wobbled from wingtip to wingtip as it was caught in the saucer’s vortex.

“Vampire, there’s a situation on board that craft. It looks like they’re venting something, you seeing it?”

Ryan saw what looked like some form of liquid as it streamed from several smaller holes in the craft’s aft compartments.

“I’m seeing, just not believing,” Ryan answered.


USS Carl Vinson, three hundred miles north



Men were speaking in quiet tones as they watched their screens. It seemed the temperature had risen ten degrees in the last few minutes as they waited for incoming information. Most of them had never felt this helpless.

“What have we got here, Derringer?” Hams asked. Static was the only answer he received.

Suddenly an enlisted man said loudly, “Captain on deck!”

Harris turned to see the captain of the Vinson leaving his marine escort outside as he entered the darkened Combat Direction Center. His stern expression told Harris that the captain was deeply concerned for the safety of his ship.

“At ease, continue with your work. What’s Range Rider saying, Commander?”

“No answer yet, it may be interference or some sort of jamming, we’re still evaluating. The Alert One aircraft should be in place in three minutes, Captain.”

“I see. Keep trying to raise them,” the captain ordered as he sat down in the chair normally reserved for Harris. The officer who drove one of the most powerful warships ever built watched his men performing their duties. He made no comment. The only indication of concern was the way he closed his eyes and listened to the calls to Range Rider that were going unanswered.

“Sir, Range Rider’s radar signature has just gone intermittent. When the bogey goes, they go. Whatever electronic field that craft is emitting is now screening our own fighters.” As Harris leaned over the man’s shoulder again, he saw nothing on the green sweep of the radar. Then two small blips and one that measured at least four hundred feet or more in diameter appeared and then vanished on the next sweep.

“Two-eighty and closing,” radar called out.

“Give me the status of the battle group,” the captain asked, as he stood and started for the bridge, meaning he wanted the report now and while he was on the move. Overhead could be heard the roar of the steam catapult and thump of tires as another flight of F-14 fighters lifted skyward.

“All ships report in at battle ready, Captain. Air defenses are up and close-in weapons support is warmed and armed,” Harris responded. He was referring to the Phalanx twenty-millimeter automatic cannons and Sea Sparrow missiles that were a major part of the carrier’s close-in point protection. But their real defense was the Aegis cruiser Shiloh with her advanced missile defense system.

The captain heard the report as he paused at the hatch and then started for the bridge. Harris watched him go and rubbed his temple as he eased back into his chair. This close to home waters and the current threat board was clear. Of course, ships not much different from this one were sailing into home waters once when someone hit Pearl Harbor.

“Still no communication with Range Rider?” Harris asked.

“COM is clear.”

“Sir, we have a second bogey inbound to Range Rider at four hundred miles behind the first bogey and closing at a high rate of speed. This contact is strong!”

Harris jumped from his seat and watched as the second contact closed on the first object and the trailing F-14s.

“Second contact closing at over Mach two point five,” said a second, louder voice.

“What in the hell is happening here?” Harris said as he removed the bridge phone from its cradle.

Dropout, Ryan’s RIO, caught another blip on his screen. “We have an inbound, mark it possible hostile, coming up our six and closing fast.”

“Talk to me.”

“Can’t calculate distance and speed, it’s moving too fast,” Chavez said, close to panic.

“Damn, did you copy that, Derringer?” Ryan asked.

“Copy, Vampire, where in the hell are the alert aircraft?” Derry said, scanning the sky quickly for the two Tomcats that should be there any second.

Ryan didn’t answer; at that moment his F-14 lurched in the sky, throwing him against his harness. His Tomcat quickly lost a hundred feet of altitude as something shot overhead in a blur of silver. The wings of his fighter wobbled uncontrollably for a moment and the nose dipped in a downward spasm. They were caught in the wake of a second saucer as it streaked toward the first. Several warning lights flashed on the Tomcat’s control board. Ryan fought the stick, advancing his throttles to try to gain his original altitude. At that moment, a sick greenish light washed over their clear cockpit canopy, casting an eerie glow on themselves and the interior of the jet. The Tomcat’s engines lost their whine and the engine-failure light came on. First engine one, then two, flashed their red warnings. A silence now filled the cockpit with the exception of a computerized voice warning of engine stall, and the eerie quiet outside was almost as loud as the engines it had replaced. He didn’t panic as training kicked in and he went into automatic. He fought the stick, bringing it forward, then to the left; all the while a soft hum now filled his ears, seemingly coming from outside the aircraft.

“Flameout! Flameout! Range Rider Two is going tits up; repeat, we’re a dead stick,” Ryan called. “Mayday, Mayday! “

“Aw fuck!” Henry said almost too calmly from the backseat as he clenched his teeth together.

Ryan brought the stick all the way forward, at the same time lifting both feet from the pedals that controlled the Tomcat’s rudder, allowing the ship to automatically control the spin they were in. This brought the Tomcat to a nose-down attitude, a straight position to gain speed, and now the huge aircraft hurtled toward the sea below like an arrow.

“Trying engine restart,” Ryan said, keeping his voice under control.

The Tomcat was equipped with an air-powered generator used for emergencies like this. Rushing air caught vanes, and those turned a generator, and that in turn supplied the aircraft with enough power to restart her engines without the help of ground facilities. At least that was the way the engineers had designed her. This was one scenario you trained for but never actually did outside of a simulator. The high-pitched whine of the rushing stream of air outside the cockpit was close to unbearable.

Derry heard the distress call made by Vampire as his wingman plummeted to the sea. He thumbed the safety release for his Sidewinder missiles, but he couldn’t get a lock. He was about to pull away from the craft to his front and try to eye the new assault coming up his back when his own Tomcat was thrown forward as if it were a toy. The tail section was pushed down and the nose went straight up. The twin vertical stabilizers were sheared away as if they were made of eggshell. In the split second before the cockpit was engulfed in flames, Derringer saw the second ship as it rammed him. The F-14 Tomcat disintegrated into a million pieces as the force of the impact, combined with its speed, pulled the plane apart. The wreckage scattered into the wind and pieces of debris fell smoking to a watery grave below.

Another strange light, this time bluish in color, shot forward from the second saucer and engulfed the first. The two ships were now encased in a giant silver-blue sphere.


USS Carl Vinson



We’ve lost contact with the two bandits, sir.”

Harris made no comment. He watched as the single blip of one of his fighters suddenly lit the screen. It was losing altitude fast.

“Sir, Range Rider Two has declared an emergency, both engines are out,” the radio operator called, finally hearing the distress calls from Ryan.

“Where in the hell is Range Rider lead?” Harris asked.

“Only Rider Two is on the scope, sir. Our Alert One aircraft are almost to the intercept point.”

“Nothing on the two targets?” Harris asked.

“No, sir. They have gone completely off the scope. Shiloh verifies also.”

Silence filled the Combat Direction Center as Harris moved for the bridge phone, but placed it back in its cradle when he heard the announcement to launch rescue choppers. Harris stood in silence. His hand moved to his chin and he closed his eyes. “What in the hell just happened?”

[image: ]

The Tomcat was falling too damn fast, Ryan thought. He had tried to ignite his engines twice with no luck. His panel was still brightly lit, but for reasons he couldn’t understand, the big GE engines wouldn’t fire. There was nothing left for the bird to do but fall from the sky.

“That’s it, Henry, we gotta go, man, punch out now!” Ryan flipped a switch and allowed juice from the onboard generator to warm up his weapons system. Ai least this works. He instantly selected the Phoenix on his control stick and received an intermittent target lock. Ryan pulled the trigger and was satisfied as the large Phoenix shot off the Tomcat’s centerline launch rail.

Henry Chavez grabbed for the yellow-striped handle over his seat and swallowed hard. “Eject! Eject! Eject!” he cried three times, and closed his eyes.

The canopy separated with a loud bang as Chavez pulled the handle. The force of the ejection shot him out of the jet at over a hundred miles an hour. The blast sheet that deployed when the handle was pulled down covered his helmet and head, so Ensign Chavez never saw the piece of debris that killed him. A chunk of aluminum housing from the destroyed Range Rider One stuck him in his visor-covered face, the debris sinking straight to the back of his skull.

Ryan’s mind was spinning as his chute deployed and his ejection seat separated. He was fiercely concentrating on his own survival. He tried to turn and finally caught sight of the Phoenix’s contrail through the sky and watched as he saw the long-range missile strike the second saucer, sending pieces flying off its aft quarter. The saucer lost altitude but quickly recovered, and it and the first saucer disappeared into the clouds on a northeasterly heading.

Now as Ryan looked about, he knew Derry was gone. Distant splashes in the water showed him where his commander’s remains were striking the sea. The sky was now clear except for the two chutes that settled lazily for the sea. Ryan watched as Chavez’s chute swung back and forth in big hitching motions. Ryan looked closer and saw Chavez’s arms hanging loosely at his sides. The lieutenant closed his eyes a moment, knowing in his heart what the uncontrolled chute meant.


TWO


One hundred miles east of Apache Junction, Arizona
0750 Hours



Augustus Simpson Tilly had been on this desert since the end of the Korean War. Buck, his mule, had been with him for a third of that time, and they had both become something of a legend in these parts, along with the mountains he prospected. The locals referred to him as Crazy Gus or Old Nut Case, depending on their age. The old man knew they called him those things and didn’t really care. He heard the whispers and the not-too-quiet laughter that followed him in the Broken Cactus Bar and Grill in Chato’s Crawl, just down the road from Apache Junction. Julie Dawes, the owner of the bar, would shush them, then buy Gus a beer and tell him they didn’t know any better. But Gus knew deep down they did. He knew how he looked to others: old, grizzled, dirty, and every year of his life chiseled onto a face that had seen the worst in others.

Gus had lived through the Chosin Reservoir in Korea, a long and forgotten valley that most history books try to skip over. It was one of those moments that would haunt the army and Marines forever. Gus had had to live through strapping the bodies of his best friends to the sides of tanks just to get them out of that frozen valley of death. He watched as men, his men, perished in the cold and snow. It had been a bloody, grim time, and after seeing what mankind was capable of doing to one another, he chose the company of Buck. And the reason way he now lived in the desert wasn’t just for chasing the legend of a lost gold mine and all its riches. He was there just to be warm. He lamented the scorching heat to those that would listen, but inside it warmed him in places that he thought the sun could never reach again because of those freezing, desperate days in Korea. The desert had become his closest friend for the last fifty years, his shelter from a world he had found was better off without him.

He and Buck had been walking since sunup to get to the base of the mountains before midday. He wanted to start digging at a new site he had discovered the week before. He had told Buck the site showed some promise.

Without warning, the wind suddenly sprang up with a vengeance from the south. Sand pummeled the old man and his mule like a solid wall of speeding needles. The mule bucked and kicked; the braying of the animal was lost in the sudden fury of the wind and blowing sand. Gus quickly pulled his red bandanna up over his mouth and nose, then pulled at the leather reins, trying to steady the animal while holding his time-battered, brown fedora on his head with the other.

“Whoa there, Buck, settle down, it’s only a little blow,” he shouted, but the wind kidnapped his voice.

The mule’s instincts were telling it this was anything but a natural windstorm, and deep down the old man knew it too. The temperature had dropped at least ten degrees and there hadn’t been so much as a whisper of breeze just a moment before. Gus Tilly had lived by these mountains all of his adult life and this had never happened before, not like this. And besides, he knew Buck wasn’t afraid of much, but this bizarre weather change was scaring the senses out of his friend.

The pots, pans, and other necessities of the old prospector rattled as Buck tried to shed himself of the weight of the loaded pack. As Gus desperately tried to calm him, a great roar filled the ears of both man and animal. The old man lowered himself to the ground as the very air above him ripped apart and something passed by with an ear-shattering roar. He was covered by condensed vapor brought down from the white clouds above, and then another roar, not unlike the first, tore the sky. As suddenly as it had begun, the wind died and the sand settled. The old man looked at the sky and then at the mule as Buck stepped uneasily as he looked around at the now quiet desert, sniffing the air. His ears flicked.

“Damnedest thing I ever saw, Buck boy. What d’ you say?” he asked, pulling the dust-caked bandanna down from his face.

The mule just looked at his owner and then showed his teeth, all eight of them. But before he could comment further, a loud explosion roared across the desert, and at that moment the old-timer was suddenly thrown off his feet and onto his back, landing on small rocks and scrub, knocking the breath from his old body. He rolled over and placed his hands over his head. The rumble that followed took what little air remained in his lungs. Buck tried to spread his strong legs for better support, then suddenly lost his balance and collapsed. Going down first to its knees, the animal then rolled over, smashing the carefully loaded pack. The ground shook, rolled, and then settled, and finally all was still again.

The old man gasped for air and tried willing himself to breathe. He rolled over onto his aching back and peered up and saw the low foothills and then the mountains. They were the same as they had been the last half century of his life. Quiet and still. But he felt a strangeness within him that hadn’t been there a few moments before. He swallowed and propped himself on his elbows, then rolled back over and gained his feet. He had never given the mountains a second thought, but now he was afraid to look at them too closely. As the old man looked on, several jackrabbits sprang from their holes and sprinted out into the desert, away from the mountains. A coyote then bounded across his vision, heading the same way as the rabbits, although it was not in pursuit. The coyote looked back at the rocky-faced mountains, then swung its head forward and sped along even faster, tongue lolling from its mouth.

The mule’s reins were still clutched in Gus’s strong hand, and he numbly watched as Buck first rolled to the right and then went to his knees, then to his feet, as items fell from the pack. The mule looked at the old man accusingly as if he were responsible for this embarrassing episode.

Gus shook his head to clear it. “Son of a bitch, things are gettin’ a mite strange out here, and don’t go lookin’ at me, I didn’t knock you off your feet.”

But Buck wasn’t listening; he pulled the reins free of the old man’s grip, and like the rabbits and the coyote, he ran from the mountains as fast as his heavy load would allow. Gus could only watch in astonishment as the mule sped into the desert. He slowly turned and looked at the now quiet and, for a reason he didn’t understand, menacing Superstition Mountains.

It had taken Gus over an hour to find Buck. He had followed the trail of pots, pans, and shovels until he came across his companion chewing some sagebrush down by an old washout. The mule casually munched away as if the blow that had happened upon them earlier was nothing but a distant memory. The tarp was hanging loose at the mule’s side, and the old man’s few possessions that hadn’t fallen out during Buck’s furious romp were dangling from the damaged pack. The old man cussed the mule as he tried to put everything back in and repack. The huge animal was outright ignoring Gus.

“Go ahead and act like it wasn’t you running like a scared jackrabbit,” he grumbled. He walked around and looked the mule in the eyes. “You could have broken your leg running across this hardpan like that!” Gus scratched his four-day-old growth of beard and softened his voice. “Well, that wind had me spooked a little myself, old boy, don’t feel too bad.” He stroked the animal’s nose. Buck twitched his right eye and flicked his ears, but kept chewing.

“Okay, ignore me then, you old bastard. See if I talk to you any more today. Now let’s get back up there and get to work.” He grabbed the reins and started to tug. The mule, after some initial resistance, started forward, still chewing.

The old man adjusted the fedora he wore high on his head and wiped a line of sweat from the side of his face.

“But, Lord, it sure is gonna be a scorcher,” he mumbled, looking at the sun. “Let’s get movin’, boy, gold’s awaitin’,” he said without much enthusiasm as he once again started his now reluctant trek to the mountain.



PART ONE


THE EVENT GROUP

Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.

—GEORGE SANTAYANA

Welcome back, my friends to the show that never ends, so glad you could attend, come inside, come inside…

—EMERSON, LAKE, & PALMER




THREE


Las Vegas, Nevada
July 7,0900 Hours



Major Jack Collins walked into the Gold City Pawnshop at the appointed time. He placed his carryall on the floor and wiped the sweat from his forehead. The air-conditioned shop was a break from the relentless heat outside. With his last ten years in and out of deserts around the globe, heat was something the major was used to, but never really embraced.

Collins stood six foot two inches tall and his close-cropped hair was dark. His features were chiseled from thousands of hours in suns not unlike the Nevada one. He removed the sunglasses from his eyes and let his vision adjust to the dimness of the old shop. He glanced around at several of the items on display, sad treasures people had parted with in order to stay in Vegas, or to get the hell out, depending upon their disposition. Collins himself gambled with items a little more precious than money, usually the lives of men, including his own.

A man stood silent in the back room of the pawnshop. Six cameras arranged throughout the large shop area were motion-sensitive, capturing the new arrival in every detail, from the line of sweat that coursed down the man’s temple to the expensive sunglasses he held in his right hand, the nice sport jacket and light blue shirt he wore. The observer turned to a computer screen and cross-matched the image of the stranger with one that had been programmed earlier. A red chicken-wire laser charted the man’s body, cutting his head and body into reference points for the computer to match. At the same time another invisible laser read the small glass area that blended nicely with the antique thumb-depression plate on the door handle he had used to enter the shop. On another high-definition computer screen a large, detailed print appeared; this one read the minute swirls and valleys of his thumbprint. A print, perfect in every detail, flashed onto the screen, then the computer broke the print down to eighteen different points; lines indicating matches went from the computer-stored print to the one just taken from the door handle. Only seven points of match were used to convict people in a court of law, but this print matchup called for a minimum of ten. A name appeared in the lower right-hand corner of the screen, followed seconds later by an image of the man himself. In this picture he wore a green beret and sat unsmiling for the camera. The scroll beneath the picture read, Major Jack Samuel Collins, United States Army Special Operations. Last duty station Kuwait City, 5th Special Forces Group, TDA this date to Department 5656. The man behind the door snickered to himself as he read the screen. Temporary duty assignment my ass, the old man thought, not if the senator and Doc Compton have anything to say about it.

Collins looked around again and tapped one of the glass-topped counters twice with the ring that was embossed with the United States Military Academy logo. “Who’s minding the store?”

“You break that counter, friend, you’re buying it,” a voice stated flatly from the back of the store.

The major looked into the gloom of the dingy, dusty pawnshop. Back among the hanging musical instruments and amplifiers, he saw a smallish man appear and lower his bifocals down upon his nose from where they had been resting, propped on his forehead. He had cruelly cut gray hair that showed his scalp.

“What can I do for you, sonny?” the old Hispanic man asked.

Collins left his bag sitting on the floor and walked to the back of the shop. He was aware of the items surrounding him on the walls and in the racks. As he passed by the boxes with old records and other boxes that held their technological replacements, the CD, he saw the old man’s eyebrows rise.

“Maybe you can help me,” Collins said, a smile lifting the corners of his mouth slightly. “I’m looking to sell a watch and was wondering what I could get for it.”

“Depends on the quality, son.”

“Well, it’s an old railroad-retirement pocket watch, belonged to my father.”

“Pocket watches are always nice, just can’t get rid of ’em.”

That was the answer Collins had been aiming for. He reached into his back pocket, drew his ID out, and placed it on the glass counter for the clerk to see. The man with the gray hair and bifocals looked down at the military identification, then back into the piercing blue eyes of the stranger. The passwords had been exchanged and accepted.

“Welcome to the Group, Major.”

Collins looked the store over and grimaced. “I was told this would be different,” he said as he looked back at the man before him.

“Don’t laugh, Major, this store turns over a nice profit. You’ll see the results in the Group’s mess hall.” The old man came from around the counter and walked to where Collins had left his bag. “I’m Gunnery Sergeant Lyle Campos of the great United States Marine Corps and security for this entrance. Gate Two is what she is,” he said over his shoulder. “If you’ll follow me, we’ll get you started for the complex.”

He picked up the major’s bag and walked back around the counter, nodding his head for the younger man to follow. They went through two batwing doors into the back area of the pawnshop. Inside were two other men. The shorter of the two stepped forward and took the heavy bag from Campos. The, other, more muscular and bald, walked up to Collins and looked him over. He placed the Beretta nine-millimeter automatic he held at his side into his pants at the small of his back.

“Welcome to the high desert, sir. I’m Staff Sergeant Will Mendenhall, U.S. Army. This is Lance Corporal Frakes, he’s a jarhead marine.” He gestured to the man now holding Collins’s bag. “We’ll be escorting you through the tunnel to Group, sir.”

Collins was more wary than impressed. The two men wore civilian clothes; the marine corporal had on shorts, and the black sergeant wore an overly stated red Hawaiian shirt and Levi’s. Jack just nodded his head and wondered to just what cluster-fuck job he had been assigned.

“Gunny, would you please put the closed sign on the door until we get back?” Mendenhall asked. The old man bobbed his head once and left the office area without further comment.

“You’ll have to excuse the gunnery sergeant, Major, he’s just a little miffed at recently being placed on the inactive field duty list. He wants to stay with the Group, but he’s only allowed gate security, and I suspect even that may change soon enough.”

“How old is he?” Collins inquired.

Mendenhall shook his head as he gestured for the major to follow. “No one’s commenting on Gunny’s age, sir, that’s for self-preservation. He may be old, but he’s a better man than most men half his age. If I asked him, I’m afraid he would break his foot off in my ass… uh, sir,” he said, turning away as he realized he was talking to his new boss. He rolled his eyes at his own conduct.

The two men led Collins into a smaller room in back of the first. The worn-out wood paneling was cracked and peeling in places. A single, shabby desk occupied the space. A computer monitor sat atop it, looking entirely out of place on the ancient desk. A solitary man sat behind the computer and did not rise to greet the three men but gave an acknowledging nod in the major’s direction. Collins would later learn that the computer monitor served only as window dressing. The real reason to have a desk and fake computer at all was for the Ingram submachine gun clipped to the underside of the desk, and the man’s hidden hand had a finger placed firmly on its cold steel trigger. The computer monitor was equipped with a pressure trigger on the floor that the guard could reach, and if pushed, it would send the back of the monitor exploding outward along with three hundred disabling tranquilizer darts. This was a small gift from the CEO of Pfizer Pharmaceutical.

The three men stepped up to the far wall. A motion sensor activated a small panel that popped free of the chipped plaster. The sergeant punched in a six-digit code on the now exposed keypad, which allowed another doorway-sized panel to the right to slide up and into the wall. Inside was a small cubicle, the floor of which was covered in linoleum in the military’s favorite color, puke green (the same found in any government building in the country). The three men stepped in and the sergeant placed his hand onto a clear glass panel as a bright flash lit the small room momentarily, causing Collins to blink.

“Voice print analysis, please state destination,” a computerized female voice asked from a hidden speaker.

“Nellis shuttle,” the sergeant said.

“Thank you, Sergeant Mendenhall,” the voice answered after three seconds had passed for the handprint and voice analyzer to finish.

“The glass read my finger and palm prints and the computer analyzed the pitch and pronunciation of my voice, thus clearing us for Group entrance. It’s a security device of bio-mechanical engineering,” Mendenhall explained. “If one thing didn’t come back as kosher, the computer with the sexy female auditory system would have rendered us senseless with a two-thousand-volt shock.” He smiled as he said the last statement.

“Nice, so when do we meet Captain Kirk and Mr. Spock?” Collins asked, not returning the smile. He waited a moment, then turned to the sergeant. “Listen, uh, Sergeant Mendenhall, is it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I am well aware of the capabilities of the A2-6000 Kendall Encoded Bio Engineered Security System. It’s a nice advantage to have, but I could have shorted the entire system out one minute after I walked into the pawnshop. The entire electrical hard line for the security gate is fed in from the Las Vegas power grid. Your backup generator is in plain sight in an unsecured cage just to the left of the back door, which I heard clearly kicking on and charging batteries just before I entered the building. Don’t be too proud of something that isn’t being utilized in a secure manner.”

The door closed and the elevator moved quickly and silently down its hydraulically controlled shaft. Mendenhall was quiet, not knowing exactly how to take this man who obviously knew his security systems. As he looked the man over, he noticed small scars here and there on his exposed skin.

The elevator movement was whisper quiet, and the only way the major knew it was an elevator at all was because his stomach was still in the pawnshop. Collins mumbled something under his breath.

“What was that, sir?” Mendenhall asked, turning to face Collins.

“Awful lot of James Bond crap.”

“Yes, sir, it is.”

The elevator door slid open and the three men stepped out onto a concrete platform, and Collins was surprised to see it was a train tunnel. The track was different from any he had seen outside of Disneyland, as it only had one rail and that was made from what looked like concrete. It was a single track that ran down the tunnel and had only a metal strip on its left side.

“We usually bring people in through the Nellis gates and through our regular checkpoints, sir, just as if they were regular air force personnel, but we have those points under security renovation. Director Compton and the senator thought this would be easier”

“The senator?” Collins asked.

The two men said nothing.

“Please step back beyond the yellow line, your transport is arriving,” the computer-generated voice said to them.

Mendenhall pulled lightly on the major’s shirt as Collins looked down and saw he was an inch or two beyond a yellow stripe that had been painted about a foot from the edge of the platform. He stepped back. Suddenly, a swishing sound came from the darkened tunnel. The next thing Collins saw was a small tube, pointed at both ends and entirely enclosed in glass from waist level up, stop suddenly in front of them. There were no braking sounds at all, just the rush of air and a quick rise of his hair.

“Your transport has arrived,” stated the computer.

“Damn, that was smooth,” Collins said.

“It works on electromagnetism and pneumatics. Power, braking, everything,” the sergeant volunteered, hoping he wouldn’t be slammed again by the major’s knowledge.

A door slid back and allowed the three passengers to enter. It looked like a smaller version of the monorail system Collins had seen at most major airports, the pointed nose being the only difference. As he took one of the plastic seats in the front of the transport, the door slid closed and the computer spoke again. “Welcome to the Nellis Transport System. There is no standing while the transport is in motion. The distance covered to the main platform will be eleven point four miles and time duration will be two minutes, thirty-three seconds.”

Collins frowned at the thought of traveling that fast with no one at the controls.

The transport started humming and moved with ever-increasing forward momentum. The major could see the tunnel was dark beyond the glass with the exception of the blue strip lighting that lined the center of the track. The illumination zipped by until it was a solid line of light. There was a slight downward angle and he realized the tram was traveling deeper and deeper into the desert surrounding Las Vegas.

Two and a half minutes later Collins felt the transport decelerating. Then a lit platform came into view that was far wider than the one they had just left. This dock had people on it. They wore coveralls and moved about placing crates and boxes onto a lift. As they sped by, a few of them looked up. The personnel were a mix of different colored jumpsuits and sexes.

“Welcome to Group Platform One,” the computer stated with enthusiasm. The door slid open with a hiss of air and the three men stood.

“You’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto,” Mendenhall quipped, then added, “sir,” quickly, as they stepped forward into the underground domain of the Event Group.

Major Collins watched the men and women loading crated material onto a large lift. The huge elevator was capable of carrying no less than two tanks side by side, but at the moment the thirty-five or so personnel were loading only small crates and boxes onto the monstrous elevator.

“Please follow me, sir, we have another ride ahead of us,” the sergeant said.

Collins allowed the corporal to once again lift his bag and he followed both security men to another set of doors. These doors only had a down indicator light set into the wall beside them. As they approached, the doors slid open without the usual rumble of a normal elevator, and they stepped in. Sergeant Mendenhall nodded his head at the other man, who waved good-bye with a halfhearted salute.

“I’ll escort you down into the complex, Major. We don’t like to leave Gunny too long without company. He has a tendency to gouge the legitimate customers we get in the shop.” Mendenhall smiled as the doors slid closed.

Collins watched as the sergeant repeated the process he had used on the first elevator. Only this time, instead of his hand he had to place his right eye into a soft rubber piece that conformed to his orbital structure.

“Retinal scans complete, Sergeant Mendenhall. Will your guest please place his right thumb onto the pad to the right?” the computer asked.

Mendenhall gestured the major forward and indicated the glass plate to the right of the eyepiece he had just used. Collins placed his right thumb to the glass, watching as red laser-tracking lines appeared to wrap around his thumb. The light went off.

“Thank you, Major Collins, you may proceed.”

“The computer weighed the elevator and knew that I wasn’t alone in the car, thus knew I had a guest with me. This elevator is pneumatically operated. We’ll be riding air down into the complex.”

The elevator indicator to the left of the doors told Collins the only choices they had were down, and these read 1-150. He didn’t comment on Mendenhall’s explanation of the elevator as he didn’t really care for the idea of riding air pressure anywhere.

“Where in the hell are we, Sergeant?” Collins asked.

The man smiled and said, “Well, sir, the men who will explain that to you are far above my pay grade, but I can tell you”—Mendenhall reached out and pressed a button indicating level 6—“we are on the most northern part of Nellis Air Force Base, below the old gunnery and target range. By the time these doors open, we’ll be on the main level of the complex, five hundred and sixty-five feet below the surface of the desert.”

“Jesus” was all the major could utter in response.

“Altogether there are one hundred and fifty levels, equaling four thousand and some change in feet. Yes, sir, quite a ways. The main levels below were excavated from a natural cave formation similar to Carlsbad, only these caves weren’t discovered till 1906.” The sergeant paused, then quoted from memory, “‘This is the second facility for the Group; the original was in-Virginia. But this particular complex was built during the Second World War as part of the expansion under President Roosevelt.’ “He smiled again. “I guess it was a little easier to hide the cost back then. It was designed by the same people who drew up the plans for the Pentagon.”

“What does the Group do here?” Collins asked, eyeing the indicators.

“Again, sir, the most important questions you have will be answered by people other than me.”

The elevator came to a soft halt with only a soft and minute bounce. Mendenhall retrieved the major’s bag as the doors slid open. Collins stepped out into what appeared to be a quiet, well-appointed, and normal reception area.

“Major, enjoy your tour of the Group. And hearing of your reputation, I believe I’ll like being a part of your team, sir,” the black sergeant said as he placed the bag down. Then he leaned back into the elevator and the doors closed. Collins didn’t even have time to say thank-you before he was left looking at the “up” arrow above the doors.

Collins surveyed the reception area. Three desks were arrayed at different corners of the plush, hunter-green-carpeted room. At two of the desks sat men, busily working at computers. At the center-most station, an older woman sat. Her desk was the largest of the three, and it was this woman who stood, smiled, and walked around her desk. She stepped forward and extended a hand.

“Major Collins, I presume?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered, turning and taking the woman’s small and elegant hand in his own. The woman was tiny and looked to be in her late fifties. Around her neck her bifocals hung from a thin, gold chain. She wore a long-skirted blue suit with a plain white blouse. Her graying-black hair was up in an old-fashioned bun with not a single hair out of place. She wore only minimal makeup, her only accessory a small American flag pin attached on her left lapel.

She smiled warmly. “Welcome to the Event Group, Major, otherwise known as Department 5656 of the federal government. I’m sure we will make your days here just as exciting as any you’ve had in your career.”

Collins raised a brow in doubt and the woman caught the gesture. She just continued to smile and patted him on the hand, before releasing it.

Collins looked around the reception area once more. On one wall hung a massive portrait of Abraham Lincoln, a painting he had never seen before. The oil portrait depicted him sitting and reading a book, of which the title was obscured. On another wall, and a bit smaller, was a portrait of Theodore Roosevelt, complete in his hand-tailored Rough Rider uniform. Next to that was a picture of Teddy’s fifth cousin, Franklin. Situated along the walls were glass-encased models of sailing vessels, ironclads, and other distinguished warships. Set back into the far wall were two huge wooden doors, each of which stood nearly fifteen feet in height, and the big brass handles gleamed in the office lights. Above the doors, in gold script engraved on a long oak plaque, was an inscription: Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it. Then below that, in smaller script: In this labyrinth lay the truth of our world, our civilization, and our culture.

“Good words, aren’t they, Major?” the woman asked.

“Good, yes, a little ambiguous maybe,” Collins answered, looking from the plaque to the small, smiling woman as he turned to face her.

“They will become a tad clearer to you before your duty is up here. My name is Alice Hamilton. I’ve been with the senator on an official basis since 1947 and now assist Director Niles Compton.”

Collins was astounded. This woman, who looked no more than sixty at the extreme, would have had to come to work here when she was in her teens, and that would still make her somewhere in her late seventies. Talk about the years being kind to a person, Jack thought.

“Excuse me, ma’am, but you said 1947?”

“I did, Major; I came here when I was eighteen, after losing my husband during the war. It’s been a nice stay, and being I was always afraid to miss too much, I refused to go away. The senator, who is now retired from the Group, is here as a special adviser to Dr. Compton, and, well, he always said he would keep me informed if I up and left, but I don’t trust the old coot. I like being in the thick of it,” she said, clenching her hands together.

She paused and gestured to a man who was typing away at a keyboard at the desk nearest to them. “John, will you be so kind as to take the major’s bag down to his new quarters on your way to take your break, please?”

The man stood, smiled, walked over, and took the major’s bag. He straightened and said, “Welcome to the Group, Major, we saw you on C-SPAN last fall and admire you for standing your ground.”

Surprised at the remark made about his appearance before Congress, Collins looked again at Alice. “I wouldn’t think you would need the services of someone like me here. What is this, some sort of think tank?”

“Think tank?” The woman thought a second, knitting her brow as if contemplating this concept. “Why, yes, I guess we are. That and many other things, Major.” She smiled that award-winning smile again and stepped toward the big doors. “The senator and Dr. Compton are Waiting and they’ll be happy to answer all your questions.” Alice grasped both handles and the doors swung open easily, and she stepped aside to let the major enter and then followed.

The office was large; it had flat-screen television monitors mounted every foot around the circular walls, which were covered in rich wood paneling. Behind the mahogany desk hung another portrait of Lincoln—in this one he just sat facing the artist with a closed book in his lap. Next to that was a large portrait of Woodrow Wilson, poised with ink pen in hand.

A man was sitting on the edge of the giant desk, reading some papers he held at arm’s length, when he noticed the two people enter the room. He straightened and stood with the aid of a cane, tossing the papers on the desk as he made his way toward Jack and Alice. A second, smaller man sitting in the large chair behind the desk also stood and quickly followed the first, eager to greet their new guest.

One of the most imposing men Collins had ever seen stood there before him. Jack stood six foot two and this man was looking down at him. He figured him to be at least six foot six and appeared to be in his mid-to late eighties. He wore a three-piece, black, pin-striped suit with a red bow tie; his silver hair was swept back from his forehead and was in need of cutting. But by far his most outstanding feature was the black patch he wore over his right eye. A long, jagged scar ran from his jawline up through the patch and disappeared into the wavy hairline. The other man who joined them was quite a bit shorter. He wore glasses and was balding and had at least four ballpoint pens in his shirt pocket.

“Senator, Dr. Compton,” Alice Hamilton began, “I would like to introduce the newest member of the Event Group, Major Jack Collins, United States Army. He’s with us from the Fifth Special Forces Group, and his last duty station was in Kuwait City, attached to the Ninth Special Operations Team.” She gently nudged Collins forward. “Jack, this is Senator Garrison Lee, retired, from the great state of Maine, and former brigadier general, U.S. Army intelligence, and one of the founding members of the Office of Strategic Services, and Dr. Niles Compton, the director of our department.”

“We didn’t need a history lesson on me, woman,” Senator Lee said, looking at Alice, then over at the major. “Major Collins!” the man exuberantly greeted him, shifting the cane from his right to his left hand, holding the now free hand out to the major. Collins shook but didn’t say anything in response. “Read a lot about you, son,” the senator continued. “Glad you saw fit to join this band of fools.” The man stepped aside to allow Jack to shake hands with Dr. Compton, who nodded his head and then pushed his glasses back on his nose.

The senator looked at Alice. “I take it he’s signed his secrecy papers and disclosure forms?”

“Yes, that was taken care of at Fort Bragg,” she answered with a frown, noticing the senator was a little unsteady on his feet as he greeted the new arrival.

“Thank you, Alice. Would you bring in a tray of coffee, please?”

Alice politely gestured with a roll of her elegant hand toward the credenza against the far wall, where sat a steaming silver service.

“When in the hell did you bring that in?” he stammered with eyebrows raised.

“As usual, you two were engrossed in one of your field reports,” she quipped, winking at the major.

“Uh, thank you,” Lee grumbled as if he were clearing his throat. “Now get the hell out of here.” His one uncovered eye glared at her.

She gave the senator a mock salute, with palm facing out.

“That’s a British salute, woman! When in hell are you going to learn?”

She ignored the remark, turned, and left the room, closing the huge doors gracefully behind her.

The senator, after glaring at the door a moment, gestured for Collins to take a seat in a rather large leather chair in front of Compton’s even larger desk.

“Please, have a seat, Major; I’m sure you’re more than just a little curious about our business.” They walked toward the back of the room. “I know your papers say temporary duty, and I know you didn’t exactly volunteer for this position.” He smiled. “You see, we were owed a favor, and you, sir, are that favor.”

Before the senator could continue, Niles Compton broke in, “Major, I’m afraid I must tend to an urgent matter. I’ll be back momentarily. I apologize, but my duties since taking over as director require me to be in four places at once.”

Jack watched Compton hurry out of the large office.

“Niles is probably the smartest person in the country, that’s why the president chose him to be my successor, but he worries about small things too much, not that he micro-manages his people, it’s more his taking the time to see they have the tools they need to succeed. Have a seat, Major, and relax,” Lee said.

Collins waited while Lee poured two cups of coffee, then sat in the overstuffed chair facing the desk. After the man had handed him his cup and saucer, he watched as the senator maneuvered with a limp back around the desk.

“Just what is it that you and the director expect me to do here, sir? I’ve been in the service twenty years and have never heard a whisper of this operation, and in the military, that’s rare.” Collins placed the coffee on the edge of the desk untouched, as if this move said he wasn’t having anything to do with it until the man in front of him came clean.

Lee placed the cane along the edge of the desk, sipped at his own coffee, then placed the cup and saucer down and closed his good eye and leaned back as he started talking.

“Jack Collins, Major, United States Army, graduated West Point second in his class in 1988. First combat seen in Panama, first man in the conflict area so I understand.” He held his hand up when he sensed Jack was going to say something. “After Panama you spent two years working on your master’s from MIT. After that, to the army’s displeasure, you rejoined Special Operations. Then a tour with the Aberdeen proving grounds with the top brass thinking you had finally come around to being one of the boys. Only it wasn’t that. I think you were angry about Special Operations equipment and wanted answers to why things never worked the way they were supposed to, so you set them as straight as you could on the civilian and corporate side of things at Aberdeen.” Lee opened his eye and looked at Jack. “Then again to the chagrin of the army higher-ups, you rejoin Special Operations, and then Jack Collins really went to war. You started in Desert Shield by infiltrating Kuwaiti and Iraqi territory on missions of a rather dark nature. You fought in Operation Desert Storm, winning the Congressional Medal of Honor. Then your tour in Operation Iraqi Freedom.”

“You seem to have me at an extreme disadvantage, Senator,” Collins said.

Lee smiled. “Previous to your tour in Iraq, you had set up a black OP in Afghanistan. Before you had a chance to deploy your outfit on a most dangerous mission, the army pulled you out, leaving your team with an inexperienced commander to lead them. When you arrived in theater in Iraq, you heard the entire team in Afghanistan was killed during the operation you had planned, because of a mistake that was made at the command level. We won’t go into your testimony before Congress here. So, to make a long story short, the president of the United States, who didn’t agree with the army’s treatment of you after said visit to the Hill, saw fit to give you to us. I asked Niles to request you.”

Collins sat silently. He thought back to the mission he had planned to a tee only to be pulled out at the last minute by military bureaucrats. He would never forget the pain and anger that had flared when he’d learned his team had been killed to a man in a rocky valley in the armpit of the world.

“Requested me for what?” he finally asked.

Both men looked up as Niles Compton returned to the office and nodded. He gestured for Lee to continue.

“Major, outside of certain aspects of the National Security Agency, you have entered the topmost-secret facility in our nation’s government. We have been chartered in a roundabout way, since 1863.” The old politician took a moment to let that sink in, then continued, “You’ve noticed the portraits of Lincoln and Wilson, I presume?”

“Yes, sir, they’re pretty hard to miss,” Collins answered, looking at the two large paintings behind the senator.

Lee smiled. “Well, Mr. Lincoln, although he didn’t know it at the time, laid the foundation for the Event Group during the Civil War.” Lee held Jack’s stare. He liked that the major held his questions. “It’s a foregone conclusion of historians that old Abe was far ahead of his time. Hell, most schoolchildren can tell you that, but, anyway, we are secret, because sometimes we uncover things that aren’t very popular with the world, or even our own citizens. We roam the dark hallways of our government behind the auspices of the National Archives.”

Collins listened to the old man before him and had the distinct feeling he was being set up. But for the life of him he didn’t know in which direction it was coming.

Lee looked at Niles and the director nodded. He said each word slowly, thoughtfully, “Jack, the United States is most unique. Its citizens hail from every country on earth and they have a right to the truth of that history, and our job is to find it, process it, and to tell them facts that have led us to where we are, to give information to those that can use it to make better decisions for them. Information is the weapon of the future, and we will never, ever be caught off guard by not understanding the vital lessons of the past, for they have shaped and molded us into what we are. The world is shaped by pivotal Events throughout our past; they have steered us into making not just changes to survive, but civilization-altering changes. We here at the Group try and identify those moments in our current times, helping all to make the altering judgments that will lead us into our future. The current Events we identify will assist us into what we will become. Our job here is to find out the truth as history tells it, for our nation, for us, and maybe, just maybe, this world will begin to know and understand itself, and that can only bring about truth and understanding for all its peoples. The security of this nation is paramount. Oh, the CIA, the National Security Agency, and the FBI can physically gather intelligence, but it’s left up to us to find it in the past, things the other agencies are not even capable of grasping. We here learn all there is to learn about everything.”

“Yes, sir, I see.”

Niles Compton smiled and shook his head. “No, Major, you don’t see… yet.”

“I know it’s a lot to take in,” Lee stated as he reached out to push a button on the right side of the desk. Then he flipped a switch and one of the many large flat-screen monitors flickered to life. “This is our computer center. If you know computers, Major, you will understand that the unit you see in the background there is a Cray Corporation prototype, generously given to us by… well, by one of our many friends in the private sector. It’s the most powerful unit in the world used for processing raw data. We are ‘hacked,’ if you will—personally, I hate the term—into almost every university and major corporation in the world, and most governments also. The chairmen of several large software companies based in the Northwest and in Texas assist us in this endeavor. Oh, they fight with the government quite often, but most are very fond of what we do here and are large contributors to our fiscal budget. These chairmen are far more patriotic than they are given credit.”

As Collins viewed the monitor’s screen, he noted about fifty or so people all working in an elaborate, state-of-the-art computer-processing center.

“These men and women, who are specially trained and hold the highest of security clearances for the Group and the U.S. government, take information from archaeological digs, finds of any kind, reports of strange happenings, myths, legends, histories, new discoveries, and they feed it all into the Cray, where it is analyzed and referenced for historical or Paleolithic importance, and if need be, we send people into the field, either as part of another organization, or in the open as a part of our National Parks Service—even foreign nations recognize our parks system and hold it in high regard. The information gained is used to better understand where it is we came from, and sometimes more importantly, where it is we are going. Only the top chairmen or founding owners of the largest companies and presidents of universities have a hint of our existence, and even they are a marked few.”

“And I fit in…?” Collins inquired.

The senator pursed his lips. “Over the years, basically since just after the First World War, we have lost over a hundred personnel in field operations.” Lee shook his head. “You see, Major, there are those that either don’t want to share the information that’s uncovered or deem it valuable enough to eliminate any who stand in their way of getting it and holding on to it. That is where you and your men come in, as field security for site operations and infiltration, and to put it bluntly, Major, I took advantage of your current predicament to get you here as you seem to be a hot potato no one wants to butter up right now.”

Collins started to say something, then was stopped by a raised hand of the senator. He rose slowly from his high-backed chair and motioned for the major to follow him. He limped across to a screen that was much larger than the one that had just shown the image of the computer room. Collins, as he followed, noticed the senator looked a little bit older than he had originally thought.

“Your record in both Gulf conflicts warrants you being here, Major. The job you did in the first Iraq conflict, rescuing that downed A-6 Intruder crew, was amazing.” The senator smiled. “You obviously have an affinity for dangerous situations.” Lee watched Collins for a reaction, then held his gaze.

“And now the hard part. Even though you have been awarded three. Silver Stars and a Medal of Honor, your career is all but over in the regular army. But as I said before, the president didn’t hold any grudges, and because he knows you’re a true soldier, he sent you to us. And with us you’ll be able to stay in the service and continue on with a meaningful career.”

Collins turned and looked at Lee. He knew of only a dozen people outside the White House who knew it had been his unit who had rescued the downed naval pilot. And no one really knew about his near court-martial after meeting with the president, Joint Chiefs, and the directors of the FBI and CIA. He was damned lucky after that to have a job at all. Whoever Lee and Compton were, they did have connections, and more than likely the strings on which to pull to get him here, wherever “here” was. So he knew this offer was for real, and Lee’s eyes held no lies about how important he thought this was.

“It might be better to show you the fruits of our labors here at the Event Group, Major Collins, and then point out how expertise such as yours, and that of others, has helped us gather some of the wondrous things you are about to bear witness to.” Lee paused a moment, then turned back to face Jack. He looked the professional soldier up and down, then looked him in the eyes. “Are you a religious man, Jack?”

“No, sir,” Collins responded quickly as he held his gaze on the senator’s lone eye. “Never found the time or the need.”

The senator smiled, but the sadness of it made Collins wonder why he attempted it in the first place.

“It seems I’m looking at myself so many years ago.” Lee lightly tapped the scar that ran under the patch covering his right eye. “I wasted a lot of time proving to myself that God didn’t exist, when the question of God wasn’t even the right thing to be asking. The right question is, what’s the plan for us? The answer is maybe that plan is embedded in our past, now here we are, how did we get to this point, were we helped along, did elements just happen to combine and by fluke of nature we arrived here without us killing each other off?”

“Maybe we are just smart enough to realize how far we can push it. No divinity; maybe it’s just as you say, a fluke,” Collins countered.

The senator laughed out loud for the first time, then settled and looked at Collins once again. “It’s like you read my thoughts of over sixty years ago, son,” he said as he punched a button.

On the screen, a color picture flickered to life as the major looked on; the computer-controlled autofocus adjusted the view to fit the screen. When it cleared, it showed a panorama of an immense chamber. Buried into the walls of this chamber were what appeared to be rows of banklike steel vaults built into the solid bedrock.

“The only other person in the world who can tune in to this chamber is the president of the United States, our boss”—Lee hesitated—“and for better or worse, still your boss as well.”

Collins nodded his head, viewing the screen with interest. Some of the vaults were enormous, some as tall as 150 feet, others as small as eight. The larger ones had stairs on either side; others had glass-viewing areas built into the sides of the massive steel doors. He saw numerous security cameras sweeping the entire long, curving corridor.

“The president is a frequent visitor here, as every president since Franklin Roosevelt has been. This facility, Jack, was their favorite place to be. And before that, the likes of Woodrow Wilson and Hoover frequented our very first facility in Virginia.”

“Okay, Senator, you have my attention,” Collins said.

“Good, Jack, good,” Lee said as he punched another button on the control panel. A picture came up of what Collins assumed was the interior of one of the larger vaults. The camera shot was obscured for a moment as a man in a white lab coat walked by the lens on his way down a catwalk.

“Here at Group we have over a hundred computer technicians, thirty-five on-staff archaeologists, twenty-five top-notch chemists and biologists, two quantum theorists, four astrophysics people, five forensic specialists, one hundred field security men and women, consisting of army, navy, air force, and marine personnel, and twelve geologists.” Lee took a much needed breath. “And this is not counting butchers, bakers, and candlestick makers.” He smiled. “These are the best the country can offer, Jack. Their education is ongoing and continued by professors from MIT, Harvard, Jet Propulsion Lab, Cambridge, Princeton, and more, some with longer and far more expensive-sounding names. We spare nothing at the Event Group, Major Collins, and everyone from our cooks to field leaders have a right to furthering and deepening their minds. We don’t want nor do we need puppets.”

“Who pays for all this?”

Garrison Lee laughed. “There we have made some enemies, I’m afraid. As our budget comes out of the coffers of all the other agencies in the federal government and is hidden amongst their budgets and scattered to the winds, our front agency, the National Archives, takes a beating, but they live with it.”

“I could see why that would cause concern with the other areas of government,” Collins said.

“Our work is far more important.” The senator waved his hand and again tapped the screen with his old wooden cane, drawing Jack’s attention back to the largest of the vaults. The doors were closed and looked formidable in size and security.

“Now that looks like it belongs at NORAD, in Cheyenne Mountain,” Collins said, looking at the screen.

Collins watched as the older man spoke, his one steely blue eye fixed on the screen, and when he started speaking, he never once turned to face Collins, as if he were concentrating on telling the story right, or he was trying to imagine or live it, so it could be told right. Jack knew this was the hook that was to be fed him. The senator’s cane was still held on the large plastic-coated screen by his liver-spotted hand.

“I find myself drawn to this vault quite often,” he said softly. “What you’re seeing here, Major, was the first Event, what we here refer to as the Lincoln Raid.” The senator paused and stared a long while at the screen. Lee’s features didn’t tell anything much about what the man was feeling. “It’s a very well documented Event. Diaries and logbooks, all firsthand accounts, give an almost surreal telling of its discovery and acquisition.”

He finally turned and looked at the major with a small smile lifting the corners of his mouth. “I guess it gives me a sense of peace, indescribable really, or maybe it’s just my age.” He chuckled to himself at this last remark.

Jack said nothing; he just looked the senator in his one good eye, looking for that flicker of untruth.

Suddenly, Garrison Lee deftly tapped the tip of the cane against another button on the control panel. Collins watched as another camera, from higher up in the vault, he assumed, came on and produced an image of an object that caught the major off guard. He didn’t quite know what it was he was looking at, but it was enormous and undoubtedly ancient. Its raggedness gave the giant object a ghostly appearance. Without knowing he was doing it, Jack stepped closer to the large screen. A deeply buried, almost familiar memory started to burrow its way out of his mind. It was an unclear, distant thought, or was it a memory? Perhaps a memory of something he had seen as a child. But the harder he tried to remember, the more elusive it became; like the feeling of déjà vu, it came and left, leaving only a bare trace of its being there at all. Jack furrowed his brows and peered harder at the screen.

Lee stepped back to admire the view the vault camera gave them. Technicians were milling around it. Some were chipping away at it with instruments Collins had never before seen, others were writing on clear plastic clipboards, while still more manned huge diagnostic systems arrayed against one of the far walls. The giant object looked as if it had been made out of wooden beams of some kind, but had long ago petrified into near rock. The beams were curved and swept, high at one end and sloping down at a great angle toward its torn and sheared opposite end. As he watched, a three-man tech group was in the interior of the enormous object. They had a small chemical lab set up right there and were analyzing substances he wouldn’t even guess at. He looked more closely at the exterior. There were massive holes in its side and on what Collins assumed was its sloping floor, or was it a deck? It now hit him that he was looking at part of a vessel of some kind. The petrified planks of what was once wood were laid out perfectly as a deck would be. It was long, at least three hundred feet from the view they had, and looked as if it was only half there as it ended in a jagged wreck. He was still struck by how ancient the object looked. But that feeling of knowing still struck him like a hammer inside his head. He couldn’t help but get goose bumps when he gazed at the strange and mysterious object.

“What is it?” Collins asked of the hauntingly familiar shape.

“Don’t you know, Jack?” the senator asked, still smiling at him. “Well, in all actuality neither do we. There are a lot of opinions, but one thing we do know, we can’t tell the people of the world we have it, it would stir the souls of men, and we just can’t predict how they would react.”

Collins continued to study the image as the old man looked as if he was thoroughly enjoying the moment.

“The reason I am showing you this particular vault first, Major, is twofold. Number one, this was the very first Event. And number two, it shows the value of the military in our fieldwork. And believe me, Jack, fieldwork is even far more dangerous today than it was in Mr. Lincoln’s time.”

Collins’s eyes never left the senator’s lone one. He nodded in understanding, but said nothing.

“It started in 1863,” Lee said, still looking at the major before letting his eye go back to the screen. “After the battle of Gettysburg, when the war had finally turned in the Union’s favor, the president of the United States, Abraham Lincoln, was persuaded by a discredited Norwegian immigrant, a history professor from Harvard, to put together an expedition to what was then known as the Ottoman Empire.” The senator paused and turned from the screen and limped the short distance to his high-backed chair beside Niles’s desk.

“This meeting between the professor and the president brought forth an unusual truce between North and South the history books will never mention, and one you will find no documentation for in the National Archives, save for ours,” Lee added. “A meeting was engineered through the office of the then U.S. secretary of state, William Seward, and the expedition was on. It would be mounted by six hundred Union soldiers and captured Confederate prisoners, and six American ships of war.”

At this, Collins turned and looked at the man sitting behind that huge desk, then up at the portrait of Lincoln above the man’s head.

“Their task,” Lee continued, “as ordered by the president, was to search for, find, and bring back an object believed by some to be the greatest archaeological find of all time—not one that would fill the depleted U.S. treasury with riches for pockets already lined beyond measure.” Lee had picked up a pen and was tapping it against his blotter. “The mission was to bring back the object you see there before you.”

Collins looked at the screen, paused a moment, then glanced back at the senator. Then, slowly his eyes were drawn back to the large monitor.

“In short, Major, the president didn’t really believe they would find anything of value. To his way of thinking, just the effort of two warring factions to come together would help in reuniting the North and the South after the war. There was one thing Mr. Lincoln overlooked, and that was the tenacity of the men involved. They brought back to this country, at the loss of three-quarters of the men and four warships, a relic that had sat atop a mountain in eastern Turkey for over ten thousand years. A lot of good American boys were left on that summit and in the slopes and valleys of that harsh and desolate place. And what they brought back, to what turned out to be for a murdered president and a country still divided, where hatred reigned unchecked, was the artifact you see before you. Some think it the Ark of the great flood, the ship that was supposedly built by Noah himself.”

Collins saw it as soon as it was said out loud by the senator. All the pictures he had seen in Sunday school, the stories he was told as a child, the ridiculous tales and movies of his adulthood, they all rushed in as if a dam had burst inside his mind.

“You mean to say this… this thing is Noah’s Ark?” he finally asked, his eyes glued to one spot on the viewing screen.

“As near as we can determine, the vessel is of pre-Sumerian origin, basically the cradle of civilization found between the Tigris and Euphrates river basins. The size, shape, and material of which it is made are a precise match to all biblical detail. Carbon-14 dating places it at some eleven thousand six hundred years in age, give or take a century,” the senator said in a more technical tone. “We haven’t any firm belief from science who built it; we have the legends of Gilgamesh and the Noah accounts, but that’s not the approach we take here. Science says it’s an ancient wooden vessel that’s so old it petrified after it somehow landed on top of a mountain.”

Collins turned and walked back to his chair in front of the senator and sat heavily.

The senator smiled over at Jack. Every time he had shown this for the first time, he had seen it in their faces: amazement, awe, and fear wrapped up into one thought.

The senator stood and limped to a cabinet next to the credenza with the coffee on it. He reached down, took out a glass, and poured the major a glass of water. He limped back and placed it in Collins’s hand. Jack quickly drained it and was glad for the break in conversation. It had been a long time since he could remember being caught totally unaware. This was more than just a little unnerving, yet extraordinary at the same time. The senator started talking again while adjusting himself into his chair.

“Now, do we here at Group live in awe of this one artifact, or do we learn from it? We have gathered so much data it’s coming out of every file cabinet we have. The reason this is so important to this country, Jack, is the mere fact that we have learned that the dangers are there and are very real that we could be hit by similar floods in the future. This report has gone up the chain and plans have been made on how to deal with a similar Event if it happens. Before I let you catch your breath, Jack, I must tell you that the finding of the Ark, or vessel, was the first file in the Event Group’s long and wondrous history. Altogether there are more than 106,200 files, from everything religion-oriented to possible werewolf attacks in France during the time of the black death, from possible sightings of electrically powered submarines during the American Civil War to a major conflict between Viking clans in Minnesota involving Sioux Indians seven hundred years before Columbus.”

Collins held Lee’s gaze without comment.

“But that’s just history; we study, we learn, we file it. But sometimes there is that golden nugget that can alter our government’s way of thinking; for instance, the report detailing the history of the empire of Japan delivered from us to Roosevelt in 1933 by my predecessor warning of the historical tendencies of the Japanese. It was all there to see for anyone willing to dig a little deeper, dig like only the Event Group can. Our Group informed the president six full years before December of ′41 that the United States was on a collision course with Japan, and we also gave him options on how to avoid a conflict. You see, we report, but in the end what the president does with the information is learn from it.” Lee smiled at Collins. “Maybe he decided that what he learned from our report was that Japan would indeed attack us, and that would be enough to get us involved in a far more dangerous game in Europe with the Nazis. What do you think?”

“I believe I understand the need for secrecy; this information would unnerve a lot of people, and I believe I know why you need me.”

“No, Jack, you don’t know just yet. We’ve lost a lot of people, good people, and we are sick and tired of it. The president has ordered Director Compton to take the gloves off. My killing days are far passed; I daresay I was almost as good as you at taking life for the right cause. But I’m an old man and my next big adventure is death. Niles here needs a man that is capable of defending the people he sends into the field, and so I started digging on his behalf and you are what I unearthed. I hope I have stated our case clearly.”

“I believe you have,” Collins answered.

“By that, I guess you see some of what we are about here and that you accept the task before you, that you are here to train and equip our security teams and make them a viable protective force. Niles and I are concerned over the recent escalation of deadly force against our people.”

“We are being pushed around by outside elements, and to put it bluntly and more succinctly, Major, you’re here to push back, and push back hard,” Compton said, with the emphasis on the last four words.

“I believe I grasp the concept of the Group, but the times dictate how you react to certain situations. For reasons I’ve tried to explain, and have been banished from the troops I respect and care about for doing so, countries and people smell a weakness in the United States. To protect the people under you, Mr. Director, are you prepared to be offensive in nature?”

“Prepared? I’m ordering it, Major Collins.”

“Then you’re halfway to really giving your people a fighting chance. Our current world is one based on speed. Everything is moving faster, and to protect your own you have to move even faster than your enemies, and sometimes sadly to say, preemptively.”

Niles nodded. “But there is something you must know, Major Collins. There are those here in our own country that believe as you, only they are taking matters to the extreme. It seems there may be a group of superpatriots with highly placed sources that are attacking others and us with impunity. You are right, it’s a world of speed and we are lagging behind. Whoever they are, they are killing my people and taking our finds, and I must stress, Major Collins”— Compton clenched his fist—“that will be our undoing. Our knowledge is being stolen, by either outside sources for political gain, or factors from inside our borders for monetary or political reasons, and I want it stopped. The president says to start offensive operations to root these factions out. Get a light on them and bring them out into the open. And that is what you are here to do.” Niles paced and continued, “When the senator brought you to my attention, I thought you might be just a thug, but reading your file and making a few calls of my own, I have found out you are quite intelligent and are constantly thinking outside of the box. MIT, UCLA, and numerous other institutions say you are worthy of being far more than you are. But I believe you were right where you wanted to be, protecting your men. That’s why all the higher education—you learned so you could care for your people. I care about mine also, Major, but I can’t do what you do.” Niles turned and faced Collins. “Protect my people and I don’t care how you do it.”

Collins looked from Dr. Compton to the senator. He sensed their sincerity about how important they considered the job they had offered him. He felt their sorrow and anger at the loss of their people, but he knew that regardless of the intent, he was out of his element.

“I am a soldier,” he started, looking from one man to the other, “one who is still a career officer, even if the army has no more use for me. I will still have to get used to that fact. It’s a new position for me you see, being an embarrassment, being one they have to brush under the rug, it makes it hard to look in the mirror. So if you wouldn’t mind, I would like to reserve my answer for any permanent assignment until I can evaluate my options. But it would be my duty to start training your Group as best I can while I do that, is that acceptable?”

Lee looked at the floor a moment. He knew this was where Jack Collins would remain. The Joint Chiefs would never allow him to return to active duty. But how do you get rid of a Medal of Honor recipient without CNN crucifying you in the press? You hide him in the darkest closet in the American house, the Event Group. In the end Lee decided to let Jack have the illusion his fate was still controlled by himself, because without the Event Group the major’s military career was done.

“Then tentatively speaking, Jack, welcome to the Event Group,” the senator said slowly, standing and limping around the desk with his hand extended. “Your second-in-command, Lieutenant Commander Everett, will shed some more light on your duties here. He’s good, Jack, real good. He’s Navy, a SEAL, and he’s been there, and it was he who knew the entire system needed revamping.”

The senator opened the twin doors and shook Jack’s hand again.

“That wicked old woman will have someone show you to your quarters, and then you’ll be taken on a small tour of our vault area. Niles and I have a meeting with Her Majesty’s archivist in England and the British prime minister in ten minutes, and the president will be listening in. So I’ll leave you in the Wicked Witch of the West’s hands because, as I say, we have an argument ahead of us. It seems the Brits want a body returned to the soil of the Empire.”

Collins released the senator’s hand as he turned away to go back into his office. As the doors were closing behind him, he heard the old man say, “This body belongs to the world, not just the British, damn it!”

Collins was joined by Alice Hamilton, who placed her aged arm through his own and started walking him toward the elevator. Collins figured Alice was one of those people who actually ran things at the Group, the one you went to when you wanted to cut through the crap and get something done. He decided that he would want her ear in the coming weeks and months.

As he entered the elevator, Alice whispered as she kept the doors from closing, “Garrison is really up in arms because he and Niles don’t want to give up one of our finds, but the burial site was found on an American naval base in Scotland, so they wanted to keep it a while longer. But as always, they will return it when it’s been examined. The senator wants to keep it for good, but Dr. Compton is younger and calmer and knows the British deserve it, so the senator will defer to Niles.” She smiled and looked at Jack. “It was one of the senator’s pet projects here at Group, proving the existence of a fourth-century warlord named Artorius, in the Latin language, or better known as Arthur, in the English.”

As Alice let the elevator doors slowly close, she had to smile, because the last thing she saw was Major Collins’s face as he tried to stop the doors from closing. “You mean they found the body of King Arth—” But the doors closed, cutting off his amazed expression and question.
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