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    Preface to the 2015 Edition




     




    Fatal Defect is book 3 in the Ethan Hamilton trilogy. I hope you’ve already read Virtually Eliminated and Terminal Logic, as this book will make a lot more sense if you have.




    This novel originally released in 1997, so as with the other two books in the series, in this book you will no doubt notice many artifacts that date this as a pre-9/11, pre-Smartphone, and pre-Facebook book. Besides all that, I think the story holds up well.




    The premise this time is what if terrorists got hold of a deadly biological warfare weapon that could wipe out entire regions? And since my hero, Ethan Hamilton, had been able to remain relatively settled and at his home computer for books 1 and 2, I thought it would be fun to kick him out of that comfort zone. So of course I propelled him to a remote Pacific atoll to go after bioterrorists in the middle of a category 5 typhoon—without his computers. Yeah, baby!




    The soldier on the cover is not Ethan, by the way. It’s one of the Navy SEALs. Doesn’t matter which. But I didn’t want to put Ethan on there again, though I experimented with image in which he was standing there in a gas mask. I could never make it look good, so I ditched the idea. I painted the covers of all three novels in this series, I guess I should point out.




    Also, in the military imagery here—both on the cover and in the story—you’ll see me making a transition from technothriller to military thriller. The next trilogy I wrote was the Operation Firebrand trilogy of military thrillers, which begins with Operation Firebrand: Origin, which I hope you’ll try out.




    I’ve changed the dates in Fatal Defect from 2037 to 2037 (let me know if you spot some I missed), but aside from that and a few tweaks to the opening pages, it’s pretty much as it was when it originally launched.




    Enjoy!




     




    —Jeff Gerke


  




  

    




    Prologue




     




    Two chimpanzees. Five gibbons, a couple of baboons, one rhesus monkey. Ten lab rats thrown in for good measure. All wandering around together in a sealed, glass-walled chamber.




    On the other side of the glass wall, Dr. Oscar Redding sat staring at the computer monitor before him. His mind was far away. He was thinking of Gabriel, the first patient who’d responded to his then-radical gene therapy. People always remembered the groundbreaking achievements—and the tragic failures—but Redding remembered the children. Gabriel had been six back then. So small but full of life. His chopped hair and brown freckles. And this terrifying disease locked in every cell of his body. Redding sighed. To be able to be back there again.




    John Lipscombe, GeneSys’ chief administrator, bustled in from the observation room next door. “He’s all set.”




    Redding rolled his chair heavily to the console. He handed a wireless microphone to Lipscombe, who took it with the slickness of a circus barker.




    “Mr. Fashir,” Lipscombe said into the microphone, “let me give you a little information about what you’re about to see. In every chromosome of the body, there are sections of DNA called transposons whose function is not yet fully known. Scientists have learned that it is possible to join these genetic elements together, creating wholly new genes. Many of these new genes produce enzymes, as genes usually do. You may know, Mr. Fashir, that while most enzymes produced by an organism are essential, some enzymes that may be created using transposons can actually be poisonous to the host.




    “In other words, Mr. Fashir, it is possible to take pieces of a person’s own DNA and join them together into something that will kill him instantly. Observe.”




    Redding was staring at the rhesus monkey, who was screeching at a baboon that had wandered too close. How many lab animals had Redding killed over the years? It came with the territory, of course. If the formula you were testing was wrong, it was better to kill a rat than a human. But that wasn’t the case here. This wasn’t a test. This was a demonstration.




    A rapping on his console brought him back to the moment. “Any time, Doctor,” Lipscombe said.




    Redding reached for the key on his keyboard that would release the fine spray into the chamber, then he sat back with a sigh and rubbed his forehead. He could feel Lipscombe’s impatience beside him.




    “Oscar,” Lipscombe said, “what are you waiting for?”




    “John, I think the test is too big. Let’s demonstrate the toxin with the rats only.”




    Lipscombe leaned forward. “Oscar, this man has come a long way to see this test. He’s rightfully upset because of how long it’s taken your department to make his product.”




    “My department? You know very well—”




    “This is no different from any other animal test you’ve done for GeneSys over the years. Oscar, just push the button and this man will get on the plane and go away.”




    “No, John,” Redding said. “Don’t say this is no different from anything else I’ve done. You always tell me that. You’ve made it very clear to me every step of the way that the next thing is no worse than the thing before. And so I’ve come, step by step, further away from where I started. From where I want to be. And now, I… I’ve lost my way, John.”




    Lipscombe pushed the button for him. “The mist you see, Mr. Fashir,” he said into the microphone, “is a chemical compound we have developed which will trigger the synthesis of transposons into new genes. As soon as the compound is absorbed through the skin or inhaled, the process begins.”




    The floor of the animal chamber was suddenly thick with dead bodies. A gibbon was still twitching, but the rest were inert.




    Lipscombe all but clapped his hands. He made an effort to keep the excitement out of his voice. “The effect, as you can see, is nearly instantaneous. It works like a nerve gas, but without any observable chemical signatures. There is absolutely no risk of contagion. And it is one hundred percent lethal. The best part, Mr. Fashir, is that it is absolutely untraceable. It is the perfect terror weapon.”




    The door to the control room opened abruptly. A Middle-Eastern man walked in, surveyed the room, then strode up to Lipscombe, who stepped back involuntarily.




    “For this you say I should wait these many weeks?” the man said in a light accent.




    Lipscombe gestured to the death chamber. “Did you see how quickly it worked?”




    “This is not acceptable.”




    “It’s not?” Lipscombe asked. “I’m terribly sorry, Mr. Fashir. What do you find unacceptable about it?”




    Fashir’s eyes flared briefly at Redding, then turned to the chamber. “They felt nothing. The beasts felt no pain.”




    Redding didn’t answer. They’d killed these animals to amuse this man, but he would not be amused.




    “I assure you,” Lipscombe said, sputtering, “they did feel tremendous pain. Didn’t they, Dr. Redding? Tell him what pain they were in.”




    “They felt no pain,” Redding said, glad for the chance to make Lipscombe look bad. “The gene produces a lethal toxin that acts instantly, too quickly for pain to register. They died mercifully.”




    “This is unacceptable,” Fashir repeated.




    “You would prefer they died in pain?” Redding asked him. In the corner of his eye he saw Lipscombe trying to warn him about something.




    “Yes,” Fashir said. “This is precisely what I would prefer. Great suffering prolonged for hours, followed by wasting, agonized death.” He turned to Lipscombe. “This is what I have paid for.”




    “And this is what you will get,” Lipscombe said. “We guarantee satisfaction. Not to worry.” He put his hand on the client’s arm, but it was shrugged off. “Dr. Redding will get to work on it right away; won’t you, Doctor?”




    In truth, Redding was ready to quit GeneSys Industries right then and there. But, as bitter toward John Lipscombe as he was, still he was not going to make him totally lose face in front of a client. “What you want,” he said to Fashir, “is something more like a disease: Ebola or anthrax plague. Am I right?”




    “Yes,” Fashir said, intrigued. “Something that causes great pain and death. A wasting disease. HIV2, perhaps. Yet it must not spread. Can you do this?”




    “It is a trivial procedure,” Redding said. “An undergrad could do it. We will engineer a recombinant form of rabies, I think. It will meet your needs.”




    “They will die like dogs?” Fashir said. “Excellent.”




    “But I will not do it,” Redding said.




    “What?” Lipscombe said.




    “I won’t do it, John. Not for you, not for him, not for all the money in the world. This is a weapon of mass terror, and I won’t be a part of it.” Redding saw something in Lipscombe’s eyes. “It is different from what I have done before, John. Don’t even say it. What I have done here,” he gestured toward the death chamber behind him, “was the last straw. Frankly, I’m glad it failed to please. I’ll destroy the records immediately. I’m finished with it.”




    “Excuse us, Mr. Fashir.” Lipscombe pulled Redding to a corner of the control room. “What are you doing?”




    “I’m quitting, John.” Redding saw a mental image of Gabriel and thought he’d be pleased with the decision.




    “No, you’re not.” Lipscombe was quiet a moment before continuing in a low, measured tone. “Oscar, GeneSys owns you. Mortimer McCall owns you. In a moment, we’ll take a look at the contract you signed. You’re McCall’s until twenty-forty, when the option to renew is his alone.




    “Think about it, Oscar,” Lipscombe continued, “you don’t belong anywhere else. The scientific community hasn’t forgotten the children your ‘therapy’ killed. I’ll make sure the press and the FBI are reminded if you leave. Your career is dead everywhere but here. But look what Mr. McCall gives you, Oscar. He gives you money and facilities for you to continue your research so more children don’t have to die. You’re saving children, Oscar. Who else is going to give you that chance?”




    Redding clenched his teeth. How many times had he regretted that day in financier Mortimer McCall’s office in Sydney, when he’d agreed to head up GeneSys’ genetics staff. But he was an old man now. McCall couldn’t hurt him too badly, nor for too long. If Redding never worked in the field again, so be it.




    But there was another reason Redding should stay at GeneSys, a reason Lipscombe hadn’t even thought of. Oscar Redding would stay here to the end of his days for the simple reason that he had become a monster. And where did monsters belong but remote ocean islands?




    When his career had started, he had been going to rid the world of some child-killing disease. Possibly a long string of such diseases. Somewhere along the way he had been changed. Now he was building biological weapons for terrorists. Perhaps this weapon would kill some of the children he had been going to save. He looked at Lipscombe with murder on his mind, and an idea came to him.




    “I’ve decided what you want, Mr. Fashir,” Redding said, returning to the client. “Not rabies, but botulism. It kills in eighteen to thirty-six hours, so victims have time to suffer. And suffer they will. It affects the central nervous system, interrupting nerve impulses and causing great pain, but the mind continues to function normally. They will be fully aware of their distress. Incapacity progresses from difficulty in walking, swallowing, seeing, and speaking to violent convulsions and ultimately to paralysis of the respiratory muscles, suffocation, and death.




    “It can be delivered with the same kind of mist that we’ve used here. It will not spread because the aerosol carrier cannot survive long in sunlight. If you like, I’ll put a project leader on it today. It shouldn’t take more than a week to ten days.”




    “That,” Fashir said, smiling wickedly, “is acceptable.”




    “I’m so happy to please you,” Redding said.




    For days afterward, try as he might, Oscar Redding could not conjure up the image of a little boy named Gabriel.


  




  

    




     




     




     




     




    Part I




     




     




    If there’s a market for it, someone’s going to do it.




     




    TED KOPPEL, NEWSCASTER




    SPEAKING ABOUT QUESTIONABLE BIOTECH PROCEDURES




    NIGHTLINE, APRIL 1997


  




  

    




    Chapter 1




     




    Ethan Hamilton put the picture book aside. His daughter was asleep on his shoulder. Finally. Wysiwyg their cat was nestled in his lap. His watch told him it was past two, early on the morning of June 22, 2037. Katie needed to be back in her bed and Ethan needed to be trying to grab some sleep. Nevertheless he didn’t get up just yet. Having his daughter asleep in his lap these days was rare. It was worth a few minutes more, just to soak it in. He stroked her blond hair and marveled at the delicate beauty of her face.




    An insistent vibration at his hip put an end to his moment of paternal bliss. Ethan stood carefully and tucked the three-year-old back in her bed. He switched the device off and headed into the hallway. He paused there, listening for contraband TV signals emanating from Jordan’s room. Satisfied, Ethan passed the master bedroom where his wife, Kaye, was sleeping, and walked down the metal spiral staircase. Thirty seconds and two banged toes later, Ethan Hamilton emerged into his underground game room.




    “Penny,” he said to the ceiling, “flame on.”




    A woman’s alto voice issued from hidden speakers. “Reactivating previous configuration.”




    Cooling fans whirred, monitors set in the black walls popped on, storage drives clicked, overhead lights brightened.




    Ethan’s game room was his refuge, his inner sanctum. It expressed his personality perfectly: aesthetically plain but equipped with awesome horsepower. The room was about the size of a large bathroom. The only pieces of furniture were a table with two black swivel stools pushed underneath. Computer monitors and keyboards punctuated the black paneling all around. One wall was completely taken up by a huge flat-screen monitor.




    There were no decorations, per se—no nooks with potpourri or pressed flowers. But four posters were on display, one on each of four narrow doors set at the corners of the game room. One poster showed Luke Skywalker on Tatooine, another showed the Army’s A2M4 Main Battle Tank, another showed a portrait of Falcon’s Grove Castle (from a virtual world created by Ethan), and the fourth showed the dashing figure of Marvin the Martian. Each of these doors led to the holiest of holies: Ethan’s virtual reality gaming cockpits.




    Ethan faced the giant screen, which had popped on. The monitor displayed more than twenty computer-generated figures staring at him from a plain virtual room. A wire-grid floor stretched to the artificial horizon. Each person in the “room” was dressed distinctively. Several wore the uniforms representing the four military branches. One wore a Bogie trench coat. One had a red FBI cap on. Two looked like rocket scientists and several looked like archetypal nerds. Where a virtual face should be, each figure had real video of the person’s actual face. It was an eerie effect, made more so if the person moved around at all.




    This was Ethan’s multi-agency counter-cyber-terrorist team. President Rand Connor had created the team less than a year ago and established Ethan as its first Director. There were thirteen member-agencies in the US intelligence community, more than half of whom were Department of Defense. Each agency had assigned two agents to the pilot program. Congress had outdone itself designing an especially unwieldy title for the little group, Joint Intelligence Detail, Information Operations and Counter-Cyber-Terrorism, Provisional, or JIDIOC-P.




    “Good morning, sportsfans,” Ethan said. “What’s the situation?”




    The only female in the group, a pretty Asian woman in an Army uniform, answered. “Operation Hydra is set to go, Director. Delta Force is approaching the target.”




    “Very good, Major Lee,” Ethan said. “All right then. Let’s go around the horn.” Ethan looked at the left-most figure, a Marine in dress blues, saber and all. “Major Fontana?”




    Fontana’s real face bobbed slightly in the space allocated for it atop his virtual body. “Sir, 3rd Combat Engineer Battalion, 1st Marine Division is in position in Denver and standing by.”




    “Good,” Ethan said. “What’s the status on the delivery boys?”




    The figure with the red FBI cap spoke up. “Denver PD’s got ’em passing north of Mile High Mall. That’s about ten minutes out.”




    Ethan nodded at the camera inset in his wall. “All right. Dean, is your man in place?”




    “Yes, sir,” the figure in the trench coat said.




    “Did you tell him when he joined the CIA that he’d be mopping the floor of a mental institution?” Ethan asked.




    “We all do our part to clean up the world, Director.”




    “Ha, ha,” Ethan said. “Are we getting video from him?”




    “I’ll punch it up.”




    On the virtual wall behind Ethan’s team, a moving image of a concrete hallway appeared. Every now and then a mop entered at the bottom of the frame, held by strong black hands.




    “Good,” Ethan said. “Department of Energy, you guys ready?”




    One of the rocket scientists gave a cybernetic thumbs-up. “Piece of pie.”




    Ethan shifted. “You’re sure your ray gun is going to work, Earl? This is the only part of this whole thing I’m nervous about.”




    “Boss, DoE’s been doing this since the sixties. It’s not a problem.”




    “You’re just going to point that microwave gun at the bad guy and he’s going to turn into a vegetable?” Ethan asked.




    “Well, Brainiac,” Earl Hatfield said, calling Ethan by his code name, “let’s just say he’ll be extremely susceptible to suggestions.”




    “Okay,” Ethan said. “Just don’t point it at Agent Coakley by mistake.” He took a deep breath and prayed for the hundredth time that God would hold together this whole house of cards he’d constructed, at least for the duration of this operation, code-named Operation Hydra.




    “Not to worry, Director,” the CIA figure said. “This is the best trained janitor in all of Colorado. These guys aren’t going to know what hit them, even if DoE blows it.”




    “Hey,” Hatfield said.




    “Cool it, you two,” Ethan said quickly. “All right, the institution’s taken care of for now. What about you, Gary? Is the Air Force ready?”




    “One hundred percent, sir,” Captain Gary Reinke said. “AWACS is in position over the target. Electromagnetic pulse is charged, just waiting for you to give the word.”




    “Good,” Ethan said. “You’re sure the pulse won’t interfere with Delta Force or the plane they’re jumping from?”




    “As long as the grunts know how to follow orders.”




    “Excuse me?” the other Army figure said. His freckled, Richie Cunningham face wagged in the face-spot. “Did the flyboy call those warriors ‘grunts’?”




    The female Army figure intervened. “That’s enough, Mister Barnes.”




    “But he—”




    Even in cyberspace Ethan could see the look Major Lee gave him. “I said that’s enough. We’ve got enough going against us here as it is. Don’t add anything.”




    “Yes, ma’am.”




    Ethan sighed. This was nothing new.




    The FBI agent said, “Delivery’s passing Claremont. Four minutes out.”




    “Thanks, Max,” Ethan said.




    “I only meant,” the Air Force figure said, “that if the Delta Force units have taken off all their electronic equipment, as per their briefing, they’ll be safe from the EMP. The MC-130’s electronics have special shielding.”




    “Okay,” Ethan said. “Let’s finish up. NSA, Sai, you guys ready?”




    “Just waiting on you, boss,” Sai Cho said.




    “Max,” Ethan said, “how’s my man Gillette doing?”




    “He’s fine,” Max answered. “His team’s in place outside the Manning warehouse.”




    “Good.”




    “He told me to give you a message,” Max said.




    “Shoot.”




    “He said to tell you he’s ready to bust another door down for you.”




    Ethan smiled. “Just tell him to try the doorknob first. His shoulder can’t have that many more busted doors left in it.”




    “I’ll tell him.”




    Ethan scanned the faces. “Anybody else have anything?”




    A Navy officer raised a virtual hand.




    “Go ahead, Commander Dunbar.”




    “Just an old sailor’s sour gut about this op, sir.”




    “Can you be more specific?”




    “Is it too late to call the whole thing off?”




    “Yes, Commander, it’s too late. Unless you’ve got a very good reason.”




    “KISS, sir.”




    “Excuse me?” Ethan said.




    “Keep it simple, stupid.”




    Ethan pursed his lips. “You think we’ve got too many things going?”




    “By about two thousand percent, sir. Ever hear of a little fiasco called Desert One? President Jimmy Carter’s plan to save the Iranian hostages. And that was only trying to coordinate branches of the professional military. Why can’t…” He cut himself off.




    “Don’t stop now,” Ethan said. “Say it.”




    “Well, sir, why can’t you just let each agency and branch do their own thing in their own way? You’re gonna end up getting men killed trying to give everybody a piece of the action. Believe me, sir, we don’t care if another agency gets the credit.”




    Ethan scanned the real-video faces. He saw assent reflected in several. He was conscious of all the elements they had, literally, up in the air. Every second they delayed made Commander Dunbar’s prediction closer to becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy.




    Ethan noticed, belatedly, a new element to the virtual room: a surveillance camera icon mounted on the wall. It meant the Director of Central Intelligence, nominally Ethan’s superior, was tuned in. Roy’s probably eating this up, Ethan thought.




    “Glad you could join us, Roy,” Ethan said.




    “Wouldn’t miss it, buddy,” Roy Pickett said in his tenor voice. A virtual pane appeared on the left wall of the artificial room. It was a live feed from Pickett’s location. It showed his chubby face and sly eyes. “Hello, everybody.”




    The team members answered cordially.




    “Say, Ethan…” Pickett said.




    Ethan almost cringed. He recognized Pickett’s tone.




    “I’m a little confused,” Pickett said. “General Lowe tells me you pulled a Delta Force unit out from under his nose. Would you like to explain yourself?”




    Ethan paused a moment to let the Holy Spirit remove the caustic words that flashed to his tongue. When you get permission a month in advance from the President of the United States, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Director of Central Intelligence himself, you’re not pulling anything from anyone’s nose. DCI Pickett had known about—and signed off on—all aspects of Operation Hydra for weeks. He wondered if Pickett had really heard from General Lowe at all, since the general had signed off on Hydra, too.




    “Sure, Director Pickett,” Ethan said carefully. “But I’m wondering if maybe we could find another time for it? How about I call you in the morning?”




    “I’m sure sorry, buddy,” Pickett said, not a bit sorry, “but I’m afraid that isn’t good enough. I need you to tell me now.”




    Ethan rubbed his face. Pickett had him over a barrel and both of them knew it. If Ethan gave him half a justification, Pickett would scrub the whole operation. On the other hand, if Ethan delayed long enough to give the DCI the kind of explanation he seemed to want, the operation would be in jeopardy anyway. They couldn’t scrub the mission completely, because men not under US government control were coming to plant a bomb.




    Perhaps this was what Commander Dunbar meant about KISS. Perhaps there were always last-minute problems with every mission, and the higher the complexity factor of the mission itself, the more damage those unforeseen problems caused. Ethan just hadn’t expected the last-minute problems to come from his own camp.




    “Max,” Ethan said to the FBI agent, “what’s the status of the delivery?”




    “Denver PD estimates two minutes, Director.”




    “All right, Roy,” Ethan said. “How about a one-and-a-half minute briefing?”




    The Director of Central Intelligence shrugged.




    Ethan sighed and prayed for a good way to explain it. “Director, do you watch much pro football?”




    Pickett sniffed. “Only the world champion Redskins.”




    “Okay, imagine a football team. All of us, Delta Force included, are offensive players about to run a play. Everybody on the field has a task, right? Some of the tasks are very different from one another. The receiver running his route has a far different job from the lineman blocking. These tasks happen in different places on the playing field. But everybody’s working for the same goal. If everything goes right, we move the ball a long way down the field. If too many parts, or even one crucial part, break down, we suffer a loss. With me so far, Roy?”




    Pickett smirked. “If you’d come up through the ranks of any intelligence agency,” he said with a sneer, “you’d know that you don’t—how should I say it?—you don’t run a flea-flicker when a quarterback sneak would work just as well.”




    Ethan ignored it. “Your Agent Coakley is in Denver, along with the DoE and the Marines, to take care of the bombers. They’re like the offensive line. The FBI strike team will take out the enemy’s computer component, and General Lowe’s Delta Force unit will neutralize the enemy’s military arm. They’re like tight ends taking the linebackers out of the play. The Air Force’s electromagnetic pulse will knock out the militia’s electronics—like the quarterback’s pump-fake that freezes the secondary. And the NSA’s codebreakers will get me into the enemy’s central computers, like the fullback’s block that springs the halfback through to paydirt.”




    Ethan was pleased with the analogy. It helped even him think about Operation Hydra more clearly. Pickett appeared to be looking for a way to attack the plan, so Ethan went on before he had the opportunity.




    “Look,” he said to his team, “I know this is the first time we’ve attempted anything this big before. And I know you’re not sure it’s going to work. It being nighttime doesn’t help many of you, I know. I see as well as you do that any number of things might go wrong. But look, all I know is we need each other. Not one of your agencies could bring to bear everything we’ve got going in Hydra. The bad guys are breaking all the old molds, so we’d better, too.”




    Ethan gestured over his shoulder, as if the enemy was standing right behind him. “These people are monsters, they blow up babies and old people. But they’re also professionals. Now, you military people correct me if I’m wrong, but as I understand it, you only get the element of surprise once. Once they find out we’re onto them, they’re going to disappear in a cloud of smoke.”




    How, Ethan asked himself, had he gotten here? How was it that a virtual reality programmer from Texas came to be sending commandos into battle and CIA agents into harm’s way? Ethan knew that others were wondering the same thing. His eyes flicked to Roy Pickett’s plump face.




     “This op,” Ethan said, “Operation Hydra, is the only way we can grab everybody we need to get. This is exactly the kind of thing that this team was put together to do. If it works, we will have pulled off the biggest victory for the American intelligence community since... Well, I don’t know that stuff. But the biggest victory in a long time.”




    Ethan cringed. Not exactly a Patton-like ending to his speech.




    Max’s face looked down. It was a strange effect, since his body remained perfectly upright. “Boss, Denver PD says the delivery’s on the block. About thirty seconds now.”




    “Okay, everybody,” Ethan said. “This is it. What do you say? Do we go on with Hydra or do we scrub?” He scanned their faces. No one said anything. “All right then. I expect each one of you to hit this with everything he’s got. Let’s make it work.” He turned toward his VR cockpit but then paused at the door. “We’re going ahead with it, Director.”




    “Sure, buddy, don’t let me stand in your way.”




    Ethan ducked into a cockpit. He slid into his vinyl gunner’s chair. His hands were trembling. Icy sweat shot down his ribs. O Father, he prayed silently, please make this work. As he powered up his cockpit for his upcoming gambit in cyberspace, a word kept buzzing around in his head like a mosquito.




    Buddy.




     




    • • •




     




    “‘Don’t let me stand in your way’?”




    Director Roy Pickett looked at his aide across his desk. “Did you like that?”




    The aide, a wispy-haired young man named Colin Bates, nodded. “Nice touch.”




    “I am DCI, you know. I do want them to succeed.”




    Bates spread his hands. “What’d I say?”




    “Just shut up, will you? It will look very bad on all of us if Hydra goes wrong. Not to mention the lives at risk.”




    “Mm-hmm.” Bates turned his gaze to the wall of monitors displaying Operation Hydra. “One day I’m going to have to ask you what this poor shmuck did to deserve your wrath.”




    “Oh,” Pickett said with a tired sigh, “it’s not him so much.” He shook his head. “One day you’ll understand, my son.”




    “When I’m old and cranky like you.”




    “Exactly, now shut up.”




     


  




  

    




    Chapter 2




     




    Special Agent Mike Gillette had no intention of busting this door down. Mostly because it was steel. But also because he’d promised Liz he wouldn’t play superhero for at least the first year of their marriage. He didn’t know what it was that made him expendable after twelve months, but he wasn’t about to argue.




    He’d been in Phoenix for ten days now, waiting for Operation Hydra to begin. Elements of the FBI strike team he now commanded had been on stakeout duty at this warehouse for six weeks. Inside the warehouse across from them, a band of computer experts, so-called cyber-terrorists, black hats, maintained the electronic security for the people blowing up long-term care facilities across America. It was thought these hackers actually sent the detonation signals themselves. Tonight, they were going down.




    Gillette shook his head. It was a brave new world. Cyber-terrorists. Remote-controlled bombs. The FBI working with the CIA, and all of them working with the DoD, DoE, NSA, and the rest of the Mousketeers. Maybe the strangest of all was that freaking Ethan Hamilton was in charge of the whole shootin’ match. Him being all buddy-buddy with the President, and all.




    He had to hand it to Ethan for conceiving Hydra, though. Nobody on the inside would’ve come up with it, that’s for certain. And Ethan was right: the black hats were jumping fences left and right, blowing away old ways of doing things. The Iranians were working with the IRA, the KGB was working with the Mafia, and every major corporation had a corps of ex-hackers (some of them not-so-“ex”) on the payroll to guard their electronic gateways. If the white hats wanted to keep up, they were going to have to give up their tried and true ways, too.




    But where Gillette might’ve settled for the occasional co-investigation with military intelligence, for example, Ethan went whole hog. Operation Hydra was the perfect example. So complex as to make the head swim—utilizing ten out of thirteen agencies in the American intelligence community. Gillette was sure Ethan would’ve used the other three if he could’ve figured out how. To Gillette, and several others he’d heard talking, it seemed designed to fail.




    Yet there was something to be said for making the solution fit the problem. In this case, the enemy they faced was multifaceted. Multi-headed. Like a hydra.




    The particular militia group involved, Canton People’s Militia, was thought to be responsible for the destruction of several long-term care facilities around the nation: nursing homes, cancer wings, and one neonatal ICU unit. Captured communications revealed that they thought people who needed long-term care were unacceptable burdens to society. CPM had been infiltrated two months ago by an FBI agent.




    The cyber-terrorists they were about to raid, who called themselves the White Company, had been contracted by someone (Ethan thought he knew who) to bring an information warfare element to the cause. They kept prying eyes away from the militia’s private computers and also primed targets for destruction by remotely dismantling computer defenses. The biggest service they provided, however—according to Ethan’s best theory, anyway—was keeping hidden the identities of the real bankrollers of the CPM bombing spree.




    That’s where Gillette’s strike team came in. JIDIOC-P agents had traced CPM data packets to this warehouse in Phoenix. The FBI stakeout had confirmed that people were going in and out of the place daily, though it was supposed to be vacant. A spy camera they’d planted showed banks of computer equipment inside. Gillette’s group was to hit the building like lightning, hopefully preventing the White Company from locking Ethan out of the target computers. Assuming he was right about the target, of course.




    There was also the little matter of remotely disarming the bomb that was about to be planted in Colorado. If Gillette’s group failed to do that, hundreds of long-term care mental patients—and three government agents—would die.




    It all made him sick. In fact, things were making him sick all the time now. Gillette wasn’t ready to tell anyone yet, but more and more often his thoughts had been turning to God. Maybe it was spending so much time with Ethan that was doing it to him. Maybe it was burnout. Maybe it was being newly married and suddenly respectable. Maybe it was something else.




    He looked on the floor beside him, where an FBI agent was watching a camera monitor. It was a wide-angle fisheye showing the inside of the warehouse. Rows of computers lined tables radiating out from a central area. Young men hunched over their keyboards late at night, weaving their illegal magic like wizards casting enchantments.




    Gillette heard a connection open. He pressed a finger to his earpiece.




    “Mike?” It was Max Cobb, the other FBI agent on Ethan’s team.




    “Go ahead, Max.” With his other hand Gillette unholstered his pistol.




    “Stand by, Mike. Thirty seconds or less.”




    “Check.” Gillette placed his cowboy hat on the dusty floor and pulled his night-vision goggles on. He looked around. There was no way to tell it wasn’t bright daylight outside—he saw color, shadows, and distance. The green-tones of older low-light gear had been replaced by a computer-enhanced palette. Though it was vastly better than the pea-soup feeling of older goggles, it always made Gillette feel like he was in a cartoon.




    “Max, tell those Delta Force grunts not to shoot our guy at the CPM compound, will you?”




    “They know, Mike,” Max said.




    “They better.” Gillette turned to his strike team. “Okay, cowboys, mount up.”




     




    • • •




     




    “Put me in, Penny.”




    Ethan’s game room computer answered: “Initiating GlobeNet interface.”




    He emerged on a simulated platform overlooking a large metropolis at sunset. This was GlobeNet, the 3D successor to the Internet. It appeared as a stylized city, like a map of Disneyland. Artificial buildings of all shapes and designs crowded inside a circular wall of rock. It always looked to Ethan as if the city were inside the ring of a volcano. Tunnels cut into the walls all around, leading to other areas within GlobeNet. The sky was always burnt orange, as if GlobeNet was ever on the verge of night.




    Ethan piloted his virtual craft toward the target company’s online storefront.




    Five large flatscreen computer monitors wrapped around him like panes of a windshield. Ethan’s cockpits were designed to simulate any kind of single-seater vehicle—P-51, X-Wing, BattleMech, submersible—whatever. The GlobeNet cityscape sped by outside the “windows.”




    He sat in a swiveling gunner’s chair with black segmented cushions. A joystick met his hand at the end of the right armrest and a throttle met his hand at the end of the left. The charcoal-colored console at his lap was rigged with a recessed keyboard, a tiny monochrome monitor (the combat command frequency, or CCF), and one small joystick. Columns of lighted buttons covered every available surface above and between the windshield “panes.” When Ethan shut the door behind him, the cockpit lights turned to battle-ready red. It was a computer gamer’s dream come true.




    In 2037, GlobeNet was 3D, which meant virtual reality. In order to navigate the depths of cyberspace, one had to use VR gear. The most prevalent setup was a pair of lightweight goggles and some kind of movement device, either a special joystick or a slip-on glove. A more expensive, and thus less common, approach was the VR cockpit like Ethan’s.




    A primary benefit of the goggles-and-glove approach was the sensation of total immersion in the artificial world. But that was exactly what Ethan wanted to avoid. Sitting in a cockpit gave him a sense of being once-removed, as if he were in some kind of vehicle which was in cyberspace, but he himself wasn’t. Ethan had once struggled with distinguishing the line between real and virtual, so he appreciated the psychological distance.




    There was one other method of accessing GlobeNet: direct cerebral connection. As far as Ethan knew, only one person had ever used that method. But that was another story.




    He slowed to a hover just outside the target company’s virtual storefront. On a row of conservative-looking buildings, this one looked the most conservative of all. A brick edifice twelve stories tall. Metal fire escapes zigzagged down both sides; a cubical digital clock rotated on the roof. It spoke of boring but stable respectability.




    Ethan reached for a toggle switch over his head, but hesitated. He was at the threshold of either the biggest disaster of his fledgling intelligence career or the biggest conquest. He was as sure as he could be that there was, inside the virtual building before him, evidence linking this company to the long-term care bombing spree that had outraged America. Well, he was mostly sure.




    He looked up at the staid letters spelling out the company’s name: Bundt/Alliance Life Insurance Company. If the American public discovered that a respected insurance company was behind a string of terrorist atrocities, that company would immediately cease to exist. So he’d better be right.




    Ethan was convinced that at least one executive from Bundt/Alliance Life was behind the bombing spree. He suspected there were more within the company. He also suspected there were collaborators at some of the other major insuring companies. It made a grisly kind of sense. If significant numbers of these “burdens to society” were eliminated, insurance companies wouldn’t have to pay for their maintenance. Think of the savings they could pass on to their customers. But as yet there was no proof.




    Ethan toggled the switch to send a message to his whole team. “Greetings, sportsfans, this is Brainiac. I’m in position. Is everybody ready?”




    Multiple versions of, “Yes.”




    “What’s the status on our delivery, Max?”




    The FBI agent’s face appeared in the black and white CCF. “They’re picking the lock now.”




    “All right,” Ethan said. “Listen up, things are about to get crazy. We’re at the line of scrimmage and the quarterback’s calling the count. When Max tells us the delivery’s through the door, Delta Force will jump and the Air Force will pulse the CPM compound. That will be the snap. Everybody can move then.




    “Mike’s team can hit the White Company, agent Coakley and the Denver PD can take on the bombers, and the NSA can go to work on the Bundt/Alliance Life encryption. When they’re through, I’ll go in and see about ferreting out our still-hypothetical silent partner. If all goes well, the whole thing will be over in thirty minutes, we’ll have a short debriefing back here, and we can all go back to our mundane lives. And no more bombs in long-term care centers. That, my friends, would be a touchdown.”




    Ethan liked that speech better. “I know you all will do great. Okay, Max, give us the word.”




    “Stand by...” Max said. “Okay, Denver PD says the delivery’s inside. Repeat, they’re in.”




    “Okay,” Ethan said with more courage than he felt. “Major Lee, tell Delta Force to go.”




    “Yes, sir.” A moment later Lee gave a thumbs-up. “They’re away.”




    “Very well,” Ethan said. “Attention everyone. Operation Hydra is go, go, go.”




     




    • • •




     




    “Sarge? Hey, Sarge?”




    Cabot scowled at him. “What?” he hissed.




    The skinny teenager sidled up to him in the darkened back hallway of the Denver Home for the Emotionally Fatigued. “Sarge, I just lost contact with HQ.”




    Dwayne Cabot had been a lieutenant in the United States Army. But when he got out and joined the Canton People’s Militia, he decided he’d seen enough of the officer’s life. He knew the grunts did the real work. So in the CPM he took the rank of sergeant.




    Now he was beginning to regret the decision. One thing about being an officer: sometimes you had some say about who went with you on a mission. Cabot glared at the buck private they’d assigned him. Better to go alone than to have somebody along that didn’t know what he was doing. Just like the Army, he thought.




    “Wiley,” Cabot said, “you sure you got that thing plugged in?”




    Private Wiley fiddled with the radio on his belt. He checked the connection to his earpiece. “I think so, Sarge.” He banged the radio against his thigh.




    Cabot stopped Wiley’s hand and pushed him into the shadows. Down the slick hallway he thought he’d heard something. “Forget the radio, Wiley,” he hissed. “Dead battery.”




    “No, sir, Sarge. I changed them before we left.”




    Cabot grabbed Wiley’s throat. “Then it’s gremlins, you pig-eyed slop-for-brains.” In Cabot’s opinion, one of the best parts about being an NCO was the license to come up with really colorful tirades. Officers had to be so correct in today’s army. “It’s tech stuff. Let the techs figure it out later. We don’t need it. We’ll plant the charge and extract.”




    Unable to speak, Wiley nodded.




    Cabot led them down the hallway. He’d heard something again.




     




    • • •




     




    Andy Culbertson opened a vidphone window on his monitor to call his girlfriend. Well, virtually his girlfriend. Her real boyfriend had started behaving again—the pig—so Cindy felt obliged to spend time with him. Andy wanted to know if she was back from her date yet. It was two in the morning, for crying out loud. “I’d better not be interrupting anything, either,” he said quietly.




    The vidphone window came up black, the Indianapolis phone system’s “Temporarily Out Of Service” message floating in the display.




    “Hey.”




    Charlie Potts leaned over from the station beside Andy’s. “What’s wrong?”




    “My phone’s dead. Is yours?”




    He checked. “Nope. Mine’s fine.”




    Andy stared at his monitor. “Hmm. Oh, well. I’ll try again later.”




    A man in his forties strode down the carpeted workstation silently, the only sound the rustling of his habitual windbreaker. John Hawkwood. He had the ability to make people nervous just by walking by. Hawkwood descended the three stairs from the so-called battle bridge to Radial 3, and came to stand between Andy and Charlie. “What is it?”




    “Nothing, Mr. Hawkwood, sir,” Andy said, swiveling quickly back to his computer.




    “What were you talking about?”




    “His phone’s dead, sir,” Charlie said.




    Hawkwood leaned over Andy’s keyboard and called up a vidphone window. Temporarily Out Of Service. Hawkwood cursed softly. “Move.”




    Andy leapt out of the chair. Hawkwood sat down and typed. “It’s all right,” Andy said. “You don’t have to fix it. I don’t have anybody I need to call right now.”




    Hawkwood didn’t answer. He keyed an intercom button on Andy’s console. “Rainulf, flush NLI-22G for me.”




    “Yes, sir,” said the voice on the intercom.




    Andy looked at Charlie. Others on Radial 3 were beginning to take notice. A pimply-faced kid came down from the battle bridge. “Mr. Hawkwood?” The intercom beeped. Hawkwood held up a finger to the newcomer.




    “Go ahead, Rainulf,” Hawkwood said.




    “Sir, it looks like a router failure at either Kennedale or Cheyenne.”




    “Okay,” Hawkwood said. “Tell you what, send a sparkler down the shaft anyway, will you?”




    “Yes, sir.”




    Hawkwood switched the intercom off. He stood from the chair and turned to go.




    Andy called him. “Mr. Hawkwood, sir? Did you just send a sparkler-bot on a public phone line? Won’t it knock out a few thousand phones?”




    Hawkwood turned easily. “No more than two or three thousand. They’ll lose GlobeNet and 911 for about five minutes.” He smiled. “Don’t worry, junior. It’s not a big thing. See, there’s a tiny chance that this little phone outage could be the beginning of an IOps attack.”




    Andy’s eyes got wide. IOps stood for Information Operations—electronic warfare. “Sir, I’m sorry.”




    “For what?”




    “I...”




    “You didn’t do anything, kid. If there was somebody trying to crawl up your phone line, the sparkler took him out.” Hawkwood pointed a narrow finger at Andy’s nose. “Better paranoid than Polaroid. Remember that.”




    “Yes, sir.” Andy wasn’t sure what that meant. Maybe Polaroid referred to a police photographer’s picture of your dead body. Hawkwood’s paranoia was legendary.




    Instead of returning to the battle bridge, Hawkwood stood just behind Andy’s chair to speak with the pimply-faced kid. “What is it, Count Christoffer?” He said it with a mock German accent.




    The kid, Count Christoffer, spoke in a hurried whine. “Oh, it’s nothing, Mr. Hawkwood, sir. I mean, I’m sure it’s nothing. I wondered if you’d take a look at something, though.”




    “Sure thing.” They began walking back to the battle bridge.




    Andy turned to his monitor to get back to work. He had just laid his hands on the keyboard when he heard Hawkwood shout.




    “What! How long ago?”




    Andy couldn’t hear Christoffer’s reply, but he heard Hawkwood clearly.




    “Blow it. Now! Detonate!” Hawkwood ran to a terminal at the center of the battle bridge.




    Christoffer trailed him, his voice rising. “But the guys are still in there.”




    Hawkwood struck the computer monitor with the palm of his hand and cursed. “We’re cut off.”




    Andy stood, sucked inward with the other technicians by Hawkwood’s energy. On the battle bridge platform, too, the officers of the White Company gathered around their leader dumbly.




    Hawkwood saw them. “What are you doing? We’re cut off! Find a way to restore contact with Denver! As soon as you do, detonate.”




    People stumbled over each other to get back to their posts. Andy heard Christoffer’s nervous voice. “But our guys! They’ll be blown to bits.”




    Hawkwood shoved him backward. Christoffer fell out of sight. “Don’t you get it?” Hawkwood shouted over him. “We’re under attack. If we don’t blow this thing now, we’re all dead!”




     




    • • •




     




    He never got over the scream. The way the wind pummeled his ears as he fell through the air at 110 miles an hour. That was good. If he ever got accustomed to it, he might forget to pull his ripcord. He had another ninety seconds to freefall—ninety-two if he wanted to die.




    This was Lieutenant Phillip Bartlett’s seventh combat HALO jump. Of this he was positive. He’d lost count of regular drops. He’d jumped out of so many aircraft into so many war zones with Delta Force that they all blurred together. Add unnumbered insertions by other means and his life began to appear as one big anti-terrorist op. But High-Altitude, Low Opening jumps, because of their adrenaline rush, stood out.




    In a HALO jump, the team leaps out of a cargo plane—usually an MC-130 turboprop, but sometimes a modified 727—at extremely high altitude, 14,000 feet or so. Most often at night. They freefall the entire distance, deploying parachutes at literally the last moment. The advantages are obvious: a team can jump out of a plane so far away from the target that it appears to be innocent air traffic; they do not appear on radar; they hit the target silently, all at once, and with the element of surprise.




    If anyone misjudges, he hits the target physically.




    Bartlett could’ve sworn he felt the Air Force’s electromagnetic pulse sweep over him. Two miles below, he saw the lights at the Canton People’s Militia compound go out. He sneered. Were those chumps in for a surprise.




    He eyeballed his men in the air around him. His EMP-shielded night-vision goggles let him see them perfectly, as if it was a bright blue morning jump. He stifled the urge to order them to link up in a ring.




    He checked the old-style altimeter on his wrist. The dial spiraled down crazily. A glance at the horizon told him that the EMP had taken out power at the only other structure in the area, an automatic gas well a mile-and-a-half away. Somebody was going to have to get out of bed to fix that. Tough.




    An electromagnetic pulse, or EMP, was normally only generated by atmospheric ionization during the explosion of a nuclear weapon. An EMP severely damages electronic equipment, including communications systems, as nuclear pioneers discovered the hard way. It wasn’t long before someone realized the military potential of such a phenomenon. Now it was used as a preemptive strike weapon by armed forces all over the world.




    Bartlett felt the air getting warmer. He looked down. He could see the CPM compound structures clearly now. His passive infra-red overlay revealed someone sitting out on the porch having a smoke. Bartlett hand-signaled his men to spread out and prepare to pull chutes.




    This was going to be fun.


  




  

    




    Chapter 3




     




    Sergeant Cabot snuck a peek around the corner. The hallway was empty. Of course. Why wouldn’t it be? Even at a mental institution—his officer training made him say it again, this time nicely—even at a place like the Denver Home for the Emotionally Fatigued, no one would be likely to be up at this hour of the morning. Still, he thought he’d heard something. But all he saw was a dimly-lit nurse’s station and a wheeled mop bucket.




    “Come on, Wiley,” Cabot said.




    He judged the nurse’s station to be as good a place as any to set the charge, so he took it out of his satchel and walked over. He placed it on the counter and armed it. The LED began counting down 360 seconds.




    “Let’s make tracks, kid.” But Wiley wasn’t with him. “Private, get over here.” Cabot went back down the hall they’d come from.




    Wiley was standing in the middle of the dark hallway, staring into space, his mouth slack. Cabot had seen the look before in people who watched too much television. He knocked on the kid’s forehead. “Hello, anybody home?”




    Wiley’s eyes focused on him. The voice that came from his mouth made Cabot’s neck hair stand up. “Do you hear the angels?”




    “Kid, you freakin’ on me?” A wave of revulsion swept up Cabot’s spine. He hadn’t thought before about how the rooms around him were filled with crazy people. Maybe it was a disease, after all. Maybe Wiley had contracted it. Maybe he was giving it to him.




    The floor spun under him. Cabot steadied himself against the wall. Then he thought, just for a moment, that maybe he did hear light, angelic singing. His head dropped to a comfortable angle to listen.




    Something tugged at his mind. There was some reason why he shouldn’t be standing around listening to angels. With great effort he lifted his eyes toward the way he’d come. A figure stepped into the concrete hallway, coming toward him. How nice, he thought, for an angel to come see him here.




    It made perfect sense to him that the angel would be carrying a mop.




     




    • • •




     




    The abandoned Manning Freightways warehouse had five regular entrances and one roof door. Mike Gillette’s team was poised at all six spots. Tiny explosive charges waited above every lock. He’d given the go-ahead two minutes ago. Twenty FBI agents watched twenty hyper-accurate wristwatches count down.




    They’d rehearsed this strike in virtual reality, thanks to Ethan Hamilton’s computers, Manning blueprints, and the spy camera. Every detail had been worked out, not the least of which was how to not shoot other FBI agents by mistake. When they entered the well-lit warehouse, the night-vision goggles would adjust instantly.




    The only variables were the men inside. How would they react? Did they have concealed weapons? Were there security systems no hidden camera could detect? The White Company didn’t strike anyone as fools. Who knew what insidious traps might be lying in wait?




    Gillette’s watch hit zero. Six plastic explosive charges detonated simultaneously. The FBI strike team poured in the doors with the familiarity of people entering their own living rooms. Two snipers entered from the roof and quickly drew a bead on those below. Gillette and his team charged toward the computer tables shouting, pistols leveled at the men at their computers.




    “FBI! Move away from the computers. Now, now, now!”




     




    • • •




     




    Vince Dreyer sat at the bench cleaning assault rifles. He loved the smell of gun oil, the cool black metal in his hands, the decisive sound of bolt action and loading mechanisms, the quiet knick of a hammer falling. Whatever he might think about the members of the Canton People’s Militia, Vince was almost going to be sorry when this mission was over.




    He looked around the aluminum building. Phillips and Sagamore were asleep in front of the tube. Doc was out front with the radio having a smoke. The diesel generator chugged away in its shed. From time to time Vince could hear ol’ Morris’ mantra from down the hall. Two sentries walked the perimeter with their dogs. Everybody else was asleep. A typical night at the CPM compound.




    Typical except that two of their number were out in Colorado right now planting a bomb in a place full of innocent people. No, Vince wouldn’t be sorry for this mission to be over, after all. Here he was, an FBI agent inside an enemy camp, and he couldn’t do a thing to stop them. He even had to help them.




    He looked at the gun barrel in his hands. Would it be used to kill someone tomorrow? A mother and child, perhaps. Because Doc Castle and his troops—or whoever it was they were working for—decided they sucked down too much aid money.




    Vince wished his superiors would get their rears in gear and shut these vigilantes down. How much evidence did they need, anyway? True, he hadn’t been able to find out who CPM’s employer was. But that was beginning to matter to Vince less and less as the mission protracted.




    Vince felt his stomach lurch. His vision dimmed. His hearing seemed to fade. He thought he was going to pass out. Must be the strain, he thought. And maybe Santos’ chili. Oh well, it was time to get some sleep anyway.
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