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  Chapter 1




  Judy Deavers was still silently swearing as she parked her assigned Bureau car in her reserved slot in the parking garage at the Federal Building in Spokane. The pre-Memorial Day weekend traffic had been terrible! The drivers in this town must ingest large amounts of controlled substances for breakfast. It was the best explanation for the erratic manner in which they drove. As she processed through building security, she glanced at her watch and realized she was now ten minutes late. Fine example to be setting for the staff, she railed silently as she waited for the elevator. Pressed toward the back by the throng of people boarding the elevator, she tapped her foot in irritation as it stopped at every single floor before finally reaching the fifth. As the doors opened, the passengers could see the large shield on the wall surrounded by the words that still thrilled her even today: Federal Bureau of Investigation. She pushed her way through the people to exit the elevator before the doors could close.




  She walked down the hallway toward her office. Even in sensible flat shoes on linoleum tile, her steps were nearly silent. The others always said she moved like a cat, and she was aware they thought she did it to sneak up on them. That thought always made her smile since she would never have to stoop that low. She had an unerring sense when someone was just marking time or going through the motions, and those slackers usually exposed themselves quickly. Having a woman as Special Agent in Charge had been unsettling to many of them.




  Entering her office, she had no sooner sat down than the intercom buzzed. Her assistant’s voice was far too chipper for this time of morning, to her way of thinking anyway. “What do you need, Mike?” she asked.




  “You have a call on line two; none other than the Commandant of the Washington State Police himself. He’s very adamant about speaking with you personally.”




  “I wonder what he wants. Thanks, Mike.” Pushing the blinking button on her telephone, she said, “This is Special Agent Judy Deavers. What can we do for the State Police so early in the morning, Commandant?”




  “I think we’ve got a case that needs your involvement, Agent Deavers.” These were words Judy Deavers knew cost the Commandant dearly to utter. The State Police tried to avoid federal involvement in their investigations whenever possible. For him to be calling this early in the morning with a request for FBI support could not be good.




  The Commandant’s normally affable personality was subdued as he said, “At approximately midnight last night, an isolated private dwelling up in Tumwater Canyon was destroyed by explosion and fire. When our crime scene investigation unit examined the site, they found residue of Semtex. They also found some kind of calling card at the scene.” He paused. “It looks like we may have some kind of radical group.”




  Judy sat back in her chair. “Well, that’s a hell of a way to start the day, Commandant. You got a contact number for me to liaise with the local authorities?”




  “The crime scene is presently under the control of Captain Mike Holgrin, the area supervisor for the State Police.” The Commandant gave her the captain’s cellular telephone number. “Our CSI unit is still on scene and will remain there until your people arrive and take over.”




  “Thanks. Let me make sure I have this straight. A single-family dwelling located in Tumwater Canyon was destroyed by explosion, presently identified as being caused by Semtex. Whoever did it may have left a calling card, which is now being held as evidence by the State Police. Scene is under the supervision of Captain Mike Holgrin, who is reachable via cell phone at the number you provided.” Her flat recitation of the facts masked the fact her mind was racing over what needed to be done next. Thanking the Commandant for his courtesy, she hung up the receiver and pressed her intercom button. “Mike, scramble the troops. I need everyone in the conference room in five minutes.”




  As she reached for the door handle, she caught sight of herself in the mirror mounted behind the door. Her slightly-less-than-shoulder length auburn hair would need a trim soon. It was starting to get a shade longer than she preferred and was taking too much time to style in the mornings. Her crisp white shirt gleamed beneath the stylish business suit she wore. No jewelry adorned her throat or fingers, since that might afford a suspect something to grab hold of during a struggle. Her slim build made her seem even taller than her five foot nine inches. At least she didn’t wear high heels while working; no use being even taller! Cutting her reverie short, she opened the door and went to the conference room.




  Most of her staff was already seated in the room when she strode to the front. By the time she had reached the head of the table, the rest had found a seat. “We’ve just received a support request from the State Police. There was a bombing of a private dwelling in Tumwater Canyon. The State CSI found traces of Semtex. They also found a calling card, possibly from the group responsible. I want our lab boys there as quick as they can deploy a portable lab, along with some agents to sift through the ashes. Best be prepared to stay on site for however long this takes. I’ll take the Bureau helicopter out there as soon as I get in touch with the on-scene State Police Captain at the site. Once I have an assessment from the ground, I’ll call back here if we need anything else. Questions?” When none appeared, she dispersed the group to get started on their assigned tasks.




  Assistant Special Agent in Charge Delroy Robinson followed her back to her office. “You are going out there personally?”




  “Yes, Delroy, and that means you’ll be in charge here during my absence.” Watching the barely concealed eagerness on his face, she added, “If this pans out the way I think it might, you may be holding down the fort here for a while. Do a good job and it could be your ticket to your own office.” She placed her hand on his shoulder. “Believe me, if I didn’t think you could handle it, I wouldn’t be going. Now do me a favor, call the jet park and have them prep the helicopter for immediate departure. I’ll be taking Mike with me.” She walked back to her desk and found the scrap of paper with the phone number for Captain Holgrin.




  “Holgrin,” said the voice that answered the call.




  “Captain Holgrin, this is Special Agent Judy Deavers of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I understand you have something you’d like our help with.” It was a Bureau policy to use words like ‘help’ when in reality, FBI involvement usually meant total control of the case from the moment they set foot on the crime scene.




  “Yes, ma’am. Do you know where we’re at?”




  Looking at an aeronautical map of the region, she quickly spotted the location of Tumwater Canyon. “Are you at the north end, or the south end of the canyon?”




  “Any further north, we’d be up the mountain,” came his reply.




  Shaking her head at the reply, she asked, “Is there any place near the scene suitable for landing a helicopter? We’d like to get on scene as soon as possible and it will take a couple hours to get the rest of the team there on the ground.”




  “Sure, there’s a wide access road leading up past the lake in front of the lodge. It’s clear of obstructions. There’s almost no wind down here in the canyon today, so that should be fine.”




  “Great. We’ll see you soon, Captain.” Once she disconnected from the call, she called out, “Let’s go, Mike!” and hurried for the elevator.




  Fortunately, traffic cooperated on the way to the jet park allowing Mike to drive faster than the other cars. He knew no local police officer would pull over a Bureau vehicle traveling within ten miles per hour of the posted limit. His boss never commented on it and he knew her mind was already planning her next steps. When they reached the jet park, he almost had to run to keep up with her as she trotted out to the Bell Ranger, prominently emblazoned with the FBI shield on its doors and the letters ‘FBI’ on the tail boom. After running a quick check of the aircraft’s systems, she started the engines. Once departure clearance was arranged, she quickly lifted the helicopter and, riding the ground effect, headed for the designated departure spot.




  * * * *




  Twenty minutes later, they were flying up the canyon, a forested region of pines. She banked the helicopter above the fire watchtower and soon saw the smoldering ruin of the mountain retreat. She skimmed over the small lake in front of the site and set down in the small field adjacent to the access road. Quickly completing the post-flight checklist, she turned off the engines and opened the door. As she and her assistant walked around the front of the helicopter, the State Police Captain was approaching them. She spoke first. “Captain Holgrin, I’m Judy Deavers, Special Agent in Charge from the Spokane office. This is Special Agent Michael Masters.”




  “Mike Holgrin,” he said as he shook their hands. “Let me fill you in on what we know so far. About midnight last night, a ranger in the Forest Service watchtower spotted the explosion and subsequent fire and called it in. One of my troopers accompanied the fire department to the scene. The building was fully involved by that point. The trooper spotted two anomalies. First, he found a business card stuck in the mailbox. Since yesterday was Sunday, there would have been no mail delivery. It doesn’t make much sense to stick a card in a box out here in the middle of nowhere.” He handed her a small evidence bag containing a single standard-sized business card. On it was Leonardo Da Vinci’s Vitruvian drawing and the words ‘Humanity First’ in bold print. “The second anomaly is really odd. The fire department pumped several thousand gallons of water on the fire but there hasn’t been any runoff from the site, nor is the basement big enough to hold it all. Kind of makes me wonder where it all went. Anyway, the lab boys found traces of Semtex, so we called you.” As he finished his briefing, they had reached the edge of the foundation.




  While Agent Masters was wandering around the site taking photographs with a digital camera, Captain Holgrin and Agent Deavers moved over to the flagstone stoop and peered down into the soggy ash-filled basement. “You’re right, Captain. There should be a lot of water in here and there’s barely any. Obviously, there has to be some sort of exit for all that water. We won’t find that until we really start to clean this place out.”




  She stepped away from the State Police Captain, flipped open her cell phone, and speed dialed a number. “Hi, Ted. This is Judy Deavers. Listen, I’m going to need some help excavating a site up in Tumwater Canyon. I think we’ll need some rollaways, a backhoe or small crane, and some grunts.” She laughed, “Hey, Ted, when have we ever not paid you? These are your tax dollars at work. How soon can you get here? Not before then, huh? Okay, see you tomorrow then.”




  “Captain, it’s going to take us some time to go through this site. I don’t suppose there’s a hotel anywhere near here.”




  “Closest one is about twenty-five miles or so. And it’s not the greatest.”




  She groaned. “Sometimes, I hate this job.” She opened her phone again, dialed yet another number. “Delroy, this is Deavers. We’re going to need a full field setup here, tents, cots, sleeping bags, the works. Figure enough for our lab folks, four agents and a work crew of about six. Check with that National Guard Captain you’ve been seeing and see if she can scrounge us up some support and maybe a helo lift to get it here. Call me back.”




  * * * *




  Two hours later, a small convoy of Ford Taurus sedans and a large panel van made its way along the access road. Judy Deavers directed Agent Masters to start controlling the area. He directed the sedans to park down by the helicopter and allowed the van to drive up next to the state CSI vehicle. Knowing the CSI guys would brief their FBI counterparts on what they’d found and turn over any and all evidence they’d collected, Special Agent Deavers met with her assembled team. Before they could get much further than the basic orientation to the site, the peaceful afternoon was disturbed by the sound of a large helicopter. Captain Holgrin glanced back over the lake and was surprised to see an old Sikorsky sky crane with a large pallet slung below it. He watched as the sky crane delivered the pallet onto the access road, released the lifting cables and then flew away. He really had to stop himself from smiling as he watched the federal agents in their business suits scrambling over the pallet, unpacking the tents and other necessities for a base camp. He walked back over to his departmental car.




  “Dispatch, Night-one.”




  “Go ahead, Night-one,” the dispatcher’s voice replied.




  “When Charlie Fredericks gets in this afternoon, tell him that I need him to bring his report, that park ranger, and five twenty piece KFC meals out to the site.”




  “Copy that. Report, ranger and five twenty piece KFC meals. Regular or extra crispy?”




  He could hear laughing in the background. “Three extra crispy, two regular. And if you think that’s funny, you should see all these Feds in their suits trying to set up tents. Night-one, clear.”




  “Dispatch, clear.” There was no mistaking the chuckle in the voice now.




  The tent city took shape quite quickly. For all his disdain over the “suits” and the reputed attitude ascribed to the FBI, he was impressed by their immediate response to the arrival of the equipment. By the time Trooper Fredericks arrived on scene with the food and the park ranger, the campsite was well established.




  Captain Holgrin brought the report (a certified copy he noted, rather than the original) over to where Special Agent Deavers was standing. “As promised, here’s the report. Trooper Fredericks and the park ranger are standing by in case you have any questions.”




  Holgrin, Fredericks and the park ranger joined Deavers at a small camp table and they all ate as she skimmed through the reports. “Fine work, Trooper. Ever thought about a career with the FBI?”




  “And give up all this?” Fredericks responded, waving at the scenic wonderland surrounding them. “No, ma’am, I’m happy right where I am.”




  Turning to the park ranger, she said, “I’m Special Agent Deavers with the FBI.”




  The ranger nervously wiped his hand on his pants before shaking her extended hand. “Good afternoon, ma’am. I’m Chad Thorton. I was on duty last night and called in the initial report.” He handed her a typed report. “I thought it would save time if I wrote this up. I did it last night right after I placed the call, so the events and my observations would still be fresh.”




  “Thank you. Before I read this, why don’t you just tell me about it?” Judy asked.




  “Well, it was just after midnight. It was a bright, clear night and I was watching an owl ghosting along above the river when there was a bright flash followed by a tremendous boom. I swung my binoculars over and saw the lodge on fire. I contacted dispatch and reported the fire and explosion. About forty minutes later, a State Police car and a fire engine reached the scene.”




  She read over the statement as the rest ate in silence. “According to this statement, you saw a dark colored SUV traveling down the road from the lodge about an hour before the explosion. Had you ever seen the vehicle before?”




  “Well, that’s hard to say, ma’am. I mean, all those big SUVs look alike to me. All I can say for sure was that it was dark colored. It could have been black, dark blue, or even dark green. It was clean, though. The moonlight reflected off the paint clearly, so it was relatively new and had been waxed. It wasn’t speeding or anything out of the ordinary. I only noticed it because there’s so little traffic out here and that road only goes to that lodge.”




  “Know anything about the owners of the lodge? It doesn’t appear anyone was home,” she probed.




  “Nothing. I don’t think I ever have seen anyone there. Oh, sometimes there would be smoke from one of the chimneys in the winter, but I never have met any of the owners.” Chad responded, his tone slightly defensive. He blurted, “Did you know this isn’t the first lodge on this site? The original lodge was built back in the early twenties. That one was torn down and this one was built back in the late fifties or early sixties. Real showpiece with a great living room, vaulted ceilings, big deck out front, couple loft bedrooms, fancy kitchen. There was a piece on it in Architectural Digest a few years back.” Handing over a magazine, he added, “I brought a copy with me.” Judy Deavers quickly flipped through the glossy pages showing an exquisitely appointed mountain retreat that would have been equally suited for the slopes of Aspen.




  “Agent Deavers, will you need either of us anymore tonight?” Captain Holgrin asked. “The trooper here needs to get on patrol and, frankly, I need to get some sleep. I’ve been on duty for the past thirty-two hours.”




  “I thought you were looking a little worn around the edges. No, I think we’ve got this in hand. I’ll be heading back to Spokane in a bit to get some clothes and will be back here tomorrow to oversee the excavation.”




  As he stood up to leave, Captain Holgrin asked, “Mind if I stop by? I’m still curious about where all the water went. Plus, I feel like I owe it to Charlie Fredericks to answer that question since he was the first to wonder about it.”




  “No problem.” Then she added with a smile, “Always glad to work with anyone who can provide this much chicken at short notice.”




  * * * *




  Captain Holgrin drove out to the canyon just after noon the next day. What a difference a day had made. In addition to the tent city, there was now a large motor home with a diesel generator. Large banks of lights were rigged around the rubble. A backhoe was being used to remove debris from the basement, and a group of agents was combing through the debris looking for anything unusual. The sorted debris went into three piles. The first pile, thrown into a large rollaway construction dumpster, was plain debris. Charred wood beams, bed rails, scraps of wood planking. The second pile, much smaller, was comprised of the personal property of the occupants. This pile consisted of the least burned items that might be salvageable or of some value. The final section, with everything tagged and photographed, was for things of an evidentiary nature. A bit of wire, a piece of a beam with blast marks.




  Overseeing all this was Special Agent Deavers. A different look today as she was now clad in jeans, hiking boots, a flannel shirt and an FBI windbreaker with an official FBI baseball cap atop her head. She waved as Captain Holgrin got out of his car. He walked over to where she was standing.




  “We solved your mystery, Captain. As we started to remove the debris, we found a trap door in the basement. Don’t know where it leads yet, but that’s where the water went.”




  Captain Holgrin looked around at the surrounding territory and said, “The only logical place it can lead is back inside the mountain behind the house. You know, since this place was rebuilt in the late fifties or early sixties, it wouldn’t surprise me to find some kind of bomb shelter down there, kind of a souvenir from the Cold War. What about the card?”




  “A group called ‘Humanity First’ doesn’t appear in any database we’ve queried. There was a partial print on the card. There weren’t enough points to make a positive legal identification, but there was a seventy-eight percent match to a man named Marvin Ledbetter. Ledbetter is a Gulf War veteran who became disenchanted with the American dream and the government. He hooked up with some of the homegrown ultra right-wing nationalist groups for a while. He was never really an active player before. We have some agents looking for him now at all his usual haunts.” She shook her head. “I can’t help but wonder what the target was here. From what my lab boys are saying, this explosion used a lot of shaped charges to focus the blast toward the center of the structure. Somebody went to a great deal of trouble to totally destroy this place. What I want to know is who and why.”




  * * * *




  As the sun started to sink behind the mountains, Judy Deavers went into the combined laboratory and communications facility. She sat down at one of the secure terminals and loaded all the pertinent details into the case file and added a special flag to all Bureau offices to forward to her attention any crimes with a similar modus operandi or reference to ‘Humanity First’. She intended to hang onto this case since she was the principle investigator in what appeared to be the seminal occurrence.




  * * * *




  First thing in the morning, her assistant came into the mess tent looking for her. “Agent Deavers, they’re ready to open that trapdoor in the basement. They were wondering whether you wanted to be present.”




  Judy Deavers jumped to her feet and strode over to the edge of the foundation where a ladder descended into the basement. She climbed down the ladder and walked over to the group of agents and excavation personnel standing near the trapdoor. Once she was there, the foreman said, “Let’s open her up,” and his work crew used pry bars to lever the warped and swollen wooden door open.




  Cement steps descended into a dark, concrete tunnel. Grabbing a high-intensity flashlight from her assistant, Judy was the first person down the steps. The foreman shouted after her that he could not guarantee her safety, but she paid him no attention. After studying the photographs of the lodge in the Architectural Digest magazine provided by the ranger, she was very curious about what could be down this tunnel. The floor was slippery with ash and residual water and the tunnel walls were marked by the passage of the filthy liquid. After traveling a distance of about fifty feet, the distance equal to the space between the edge of the foundation and the start of the mountainside behind the house, the passageway changed from concrete to shaped stone. Not blocks, but solid stone worked into a square tunnel about eight or nine feet square. It stretched out in front of her for an incredible distance. Just as she was beginning to think about turning around, it ended.




  It opened into a huge cavern. All the water from the tunnel had drained off to the left into a large underground river, now muddied by the mixture of ash and dirt. The splash of a fish from the river told her it was a living body of water. The beam of her flashlight barely illuminated the vast expanse of the cavern. Unlike her previous experience with Carlsbad Caverns, this one did not have any stalactites or stalagmites. How strange. I was under the impression all caves had those. There was a large shelf of soft sand leading down to the underground river. You know, add some direct sunlight and this would make a great picnic spot. The air in the cavern was fresh, indicating there must be some other opening.




  She slowly walked across the cavern and found a huge depression in the sand, about half the size of a football field in length. The wall next to the depression had been worn smooth to a height of almost fifty feet. She wondered what geologic action could have done that while not affecting the other walls. Looking around and seeing no obvious sign of human usage, she also wondered what the secret of this cavern was. While the occupants of the lodge might have come down here to fish, somehow, she doubted it was that simple.




  Once back on the surface, she added the details of the cavern’s discovery to the case file. She then accessed the U.S. Geologic Survey records for this portion of the Cascades and found absolutely no mention of this cavern. How could any cavern that immense be unknown in today’s world of ground penetrating radar and other marvels of exploration? The answer, she found, was simple. That type of exploration was only done in places where there was a reasonable expectation of a find, whether oil, valuable minerals, or fossils.




  She opened her cell phone and called the contact number for the U.S. Geologic Survey. After explaining who she was, she was finally put in contact with the field supervisor for the Cascades region, Dr. Jennifer Sanders.




  “Doctor Sanders, my name is Judy Deavers, supervisory Special Agent in Charge of the Spokane office for the Federal Bureau of Investigation.” Her voice was cool and professional.




  “My goodness, what does the Bureau want with me?” The alto voice was clearly curious rather than fearful of the purpose of the call.




  “I understand you’re somewhat of an expert regarding the geology of the Cascade region. How familiar are you with the Tumwater Canyon area?” Take it slow.




  “Actually, quite familiar with it. I’ve spent the last thirty years poking around those mountains. That whole region was very popular during the gold exploration days of the Wild West. I could tell you stories about lost mines, Indian raids and massacres, and hidden treasures.” The woman’s confident tone also conveyed her eagerness as she warmed to her topic.




  “Are you aware of any caverns in the region not displayed on the USGS maps or website?” This was the key question she needed answered.




  “Only by legend. That’s what I’ve been looking for all these years, actually. I have been trying to establish a historical reference for all the legends about a cavern in that area, but I’ve never had any luck. What makes you ask?” Now her tone was avidly curious, excited.




  “What would you say if I told you I just left a vast cavern with an underground river flowing through it?” She silently started counting the seconds.




  She had barely reached two before the reply came. “I would say, who do I have to kill to see it? Seriously, can I come out there now and do a survey of the cavern?”




  “Dr. Sanders, I am formally requesting your assistance in documenting this cavern as part of the FBI investigation. How soon can you be here?”




  “My team can be there in about an hour, and you better start calling me Jenna, because you are now my new best friend!” After a short exchange of pleasantries, they ended the call.




  True to her word, Dr. Sanders and her three member team showed up in two USGS four-wheel drive vehicles. The energetic geologist practically bounded over to Judy. The woman’s face was remarkably unlined due to her extensive work underground. She only stood five foot three and her shape bordered on stocky. Her lack of vanity was evident in the cropped steel gray hair and work shorts, steel-toed hiking boots and a T-shirt that said ‘Have a gneiss day” on the front and “Schist happens” on the back.. Sticking out a firm, calloused hand, she said, “Jenna Sanders. I cannot tell you how much I appreciate this call. Where did you find the entrance? Is it far from here?”




  Shaking the woman’s hand and wincing from the too-firm grip, Judy said, “Actually, the entrance is down there,” as she pointed into the foundation basement.




  Peering into the basement at the trapdoor, Jenna Sanders muttered, “No wonder I could never find the damn opening. Somebody built a house on top of it!” Turning her attention back to Judy, she said, “So tell me all about it.”




  Judy explained about the explosion, fire and subsequent discovery. “There’s a long man-made tunnel that extends from the basement to the mountain. At that point, the tunnel changes from concrete to solid rock. After another two hundred feet or so, it opens into a huge cavern, probably four hundred fifty to five hundred feet in length and three hundred feet in width. There’s an underground river on one side and a shelf of sand extending from the river throughout the rest of the cavern.”




  Jenna’s whole being quivered with anticipation. “Enough talk! When can I see it?”




  “How about right now? I suggest just the two of us at first.” For some reason, Judy was reluctant to just turn the cavern over to them yet.




  “I was going to suggest exactly that. I want to see it as you saw it. Once I have an idea of what’s down there, I can better plan the actual survey. Oh, this is so exciting! You have no idea how rare it is to find a completely new cavern.” Jenna trotted back over to her vehicle, extracted a huge battle-lantern style spotlight and told her crew to ‘Hang tight and get the gear ready’.




  Judy led the eager geologist down into the tunnel. Surprisingly, Jenna hadn’t turned on her lantern, explaining she had meant wanting to experience her first exposure to be the same as Judy’s. When they reached the demarcation between the concrete and stone tunnel sections, Jenna stopped and examined the seams. Muttering to herself, she knelt down and looked at the joints with a magnifying glass, then ran her hand all along the seam as high as she could reach. “This is really incredible work. I can’t begin to explain how this solid rock tunnel was bored. There are no marks of machining I can detect. What’s truly amazing is the fact the concrete tunnel portion was actually poured from this end, moving in the direction of the house. You can spot it from the flow marks in the concrete.”




  “Why would someone dig a tunnel and then finish it from the far end first?” The idea made no sense to Judy’s orderly view of the world.




  “Who said that? What I said was the tunnel was built from the cavern out, not from the house in. That’s why it’s amazing!” Jenna bounced back to her feet. “Shall we?”




  Judy handed Jenna the high-intensity flashlight and let Jenna precede her down the stone tunnel. She watched the geologist’s face as they reached the cavern. Her jaw dropped as she shone the weak beam of the light around the expanse of dark space. Shaking her head, Jenna warned Judy, “I’m going to turn on the lantern. This thing is almost as powerful as the landing lights on a commercial airliner. Do not look directly into the light, or you won’t be able to see for a while, and this is the last place you want to be struck blind.” Judy carefully averted her eyes as Jenna flipped the switch.




  It was like someone turned on the sun. Jenna moved the light slowly across the cavern and then panned it upward across the vaulted roof. Judy was amazed at the appearance of the ceiling. It was pocked with countless raised circular projections, all truncated just below the roof. It reminded Judy of one of those acoustical chambers designed to deaden sound. Jenna kept muttering one word over and over, “Amazing.”




  Finally, the geologist turned to Judy. “This cavern is the most unique place I have ever seen.”




  “I thought it was strange when I came in here. I always thought caverns had stalagmites and stalactites, but there aren’t any here,” Judy commented.




  “Oh, this place had them, too. That’s why the ceiling looks the way it does. Same with the stalagmites.”




  “So what happened to them?” Judy asked.




  Pointing out across the cavern, Jenna said, “You’re looking at them. That’s not sand, Judy. That’s powdered rock.” She panned the light around the cavern again, this time, catching the smooth walls near the depression Judy had noticed during her previous visit. Stalking over to the depression, Jenna shined the lantern all across it and the smoothed walls. Shaking her head while she ran her hand over the wall, she said, “I have no explanation for this at all. I can tell you this, Judy. This find is incredibly important. I think this cavern is old, immensely old. Do you have any idea how long it would take to grind all this rock into powder? Millions of years. This may be the oldest cavern ever recorded.”




  As they withdrew from the cavern, Judy asked the older woman how long she thought it would take to do the survey. She stopped dead in her tracks when Jenna answered, “Oh, four, maybe five years.”




  “Jenna, I need something long before then!”




  “I know, Agent Deavers. I should have a preliminary physical survey done in about three days. Detailed analysis and exploration is what’s going to take years.” Jenna looked decidedly happy at the thought.




  “Jenna, there is one thing you should know. The opening of the tunnel is on privately held lands. It’s actually owned by a British company.” Judy wasn’t prepared for how quickly the other woman stopped and actually ran into her.




  “That’s a problem. Well, I guess we’ll claim eminent domain and let the State Department deal with the fallout.” With those words, Jenna dashed out of the tunnel and up the ladder to get her team started.




  * * * *




  Judy spent the next four days overseeing the FBI teams analyzing the physical evidence from the bombing while watching the excited coming and goings of the USGS personnel. In the evenings, she and Jenna would meet and compare notes. Jenna provided her with a detailed report on the physical aspects of the cavern, as well as digital copies of photographs worthy of National Geographic.




  Finally, after almost a week on site, she knew they had done all they could do there. She called over the agents still on site and told them the news. First thing in the morning, the team could start packing it all up to head home.




  * * * *




  After making sure Jenna would keep her informed on anything she learned about the cavern, Judy walked back over to the Bureau helicopter. She conducted a thorough preflight inspection, fired up the engines and let them warm up. Keying the radio, she advised the closest FAA radar facility she was preparing to depart from the Tumwater Canyon on a VFR flight plan direct to the Spokane jet park. After receiving her clearance, she lifted off and flew back to Spokane.




  From the odd looks she received after she parked the Ranger at the jet park, Judy realized her present attire would not suit the Federal Building or the image of the FBI. The jeans weren’t all that bad, but the ash and dirt that still covered her from head to foot was a bit over the top. She took the Bureau car back to her apartment for a quick shower and change of clothes. After fighting rush hour traffic again, she finally reached her office.




  She spent the rest of the day catching up on events that had occurred in her absence. While Spokane wasn’t a very busy office and she’d had the entire field analysis unit out with her, there was always work to be done. The war in Iraq had prompted an increase in military enlistments, which in turn, meant an increase in the security background investigations for the FBI. There were six for her final review before forwarding to the Defense Department. She was reading over the last one when her direct line rang on her desk. “Agent Deavers.” Hope that didn’t sound too surly.




  “Agent Deavers, this is Eric Johansson, Domestic Counterterrorism department at FBI headquarters. I was just reading over your case notes on the Tumwater Canyon bombing.” Just hearing those words made Judy Deavers feel defensive.




  “Agent Johansson, what can I do for you?” Her tone was cold.




  “It’s okay. I’m not poaching.” His voice sounded warm and friendly. “I just thought you might want to know we had another one last night in Maggie Valley, North Carolina, right on the edge of the Great Smoky Mountain National Park. Same M.O., same calling card. At the present time, we’re linking the two crimes under your investigation. I’m sending you all the details of the second bombing through the secure e-mail system. How soon can you get out there?”




  “As soon as I can catch a flight.” Glancing at a map, she added, “It would probably be faster to fly in to Knoxville. Can you have someone meet me there, or should I rent a car?”




  “I’ll have someone meet you.” After exchanging some pleasantries and promising to share any further developments, they ended the call.




  She then accessed the file on the second bombing. A chalet-style log cabin, located on the side of the Great Smoky Mountain National Park, exploded shortly after midnight. Once again, a park ranger spotted the fire. Since the fire was threatening to spill over into the national park, the Park Service fire department responded. Deciding the fire was suspicious since all the debris had fallen inward, the Asheville arson squad came to investigate. When traces of Semtex were found in the residue, they contacted the local office of the FBI. It was one of those agents who found the business card in a mailbox that had been knocked over by one of the fire trucks.




  She contacted the airlines and booked her flight, then called Delroy in to advise him she was leaving. “All yours again, Delroy. Looks like the bombers have struck again and Washington has left me as lead on the case, so I’m heading for North Carolina. You need me, you know my cell number.”




  * * * *




  During a quick stop at her apartment, she threw some clothes into a bag and headed for the airport in a cab. She walked over to the ticket counter and asked to speak to the senior agent for Homeland Security. Judy was directed to a nondescript office door down the main hallway. Once inside, she extended her credentials to the uniformed homeland security agent she found behind the desk. She then explained she was flying from Spokane to Knoxville by way of Denver, and she would need whatever permission forms were presently required for her to carry her sidearm. The homeland officer quickly filled out some forms, taking the information directly from her FBI credentials, then signed them. He then escorted her to her gate, bypassing the security screening by taking a locked access tunnel. “Have a nice flight, Agent Deavers. The cabin crew will know you’re armed and will take good care of you from here out.”




  Her flight was uneventful. The flight attendant came over to her just after boarding and asked Judy to accompany her forward. Figuring it was the crew’s way of unobtrusively talking to Judy about her armed status, she was pleasantly surprised to find they wanted her to move into an empty seat in first class. In fact, she had the row to herself. At first, Judy thought it was to limit the potential for another passenger to spot her weapon, but then she realized the truth. In her new seat, she had a clear view of the cockpit door. Should there be any trouble, she had been deftly moved to the ideal place for her to do something about it. Judy fervently hoped nothing would happen since she carried the wrong weapon to deal with aerial hijackers.




  * * * *




  As she retrieved her bag from the carousel in Knoxville, she glanced up to see him come into the terminal. One standard issue federal agent: dark suit, white shirt, subdued tie, black shoes, short hair, physically fit with a trim build, medium height and weight. She just knew he was looking for her. “I’m Special Agent Deavers.” A look of relief washed over his young face and he snatched her suitcase. He led her outside the terminal to the usual Taurus sedan. Does the Bureau lease anything else? she wondered as she sat in the front passenger seat while the young agent placed her bag in the trunk.




  “Ma’am, would you like to visit the site now, or would you prefer to check into a hotel and go there first thing in the morning?”




  A quick glance at her watch and the mental conversion to Eastern Standard Time made up her mind. “Hotel now, site in the morning. I’ve spent the last week living in a tent and I’d like to be fresh when I see the site.” He dropped her off at the Holiday Inn Express, promising to be back at seven thirty in the morning to pick her up. After a quick shower, she fell into bed, asleep before her head hit the pillows.




  * * * *




  They arrived at the site shortly after eight in the morning. After her brief introduction to the senior agent on site, she knew he was just another drone, marking time until reassignment. Excavation was nearing completion. Once again, the debris had all fallen inward, which indicated the use of shaped charges. As she looked around, she spotted a door set into the rear basement wall. “What’s behind that door?” At a look of embarrassment on the faces of the younger agents and the indifference in the senior agent’s expression, Judy knew no one had even bothered to open it. Shaking her head, she scrambled down into the basement and grabbed the doorknob. Locked. The agent driving for her came by with a crow bar and soon popped the door open.




  Another tunnel. Judy grabbed a flashlight and entered it. As she somewhat expected, it led to another large cavern whose physical characteristics matched the one in Tumwater Canyon. Once again, the usual stalactites and stalagmites had been worn down to fine sand, forming a nice sandy shelf leading to a swift underground river. She had a hunch this cave would also be unknown to geologists. Returning to the surface, she dialed the number Jenna had given her.




  “Jenna, this is Judy Deavers.”




  “What’s up? I didn’t expect you to call so soon. It’s going to be weeks before we have anything to publish about what we’re finding here.” Judy could hear the quiet satisfaction in her friend’s voice. This cavern was going to make Jenna famous.




  “Jenna, I found another one.” Judy broke the news as easily as she could.




  “Another what?” Jenna was confused by what Judy had said.




  “Another big cavern just like the one you’re so excited about.” Judy explained to the geologist about the second bombing in Maggie Valley and her exploration of the tunnel behind a previously ignored door in the basement.




  “Well, you’re going to need USGS support again. I know the guy for the Great Smoky Mountains. I’ll give him a call and send him your way.” Judy could tell from Jenna’s tone that her new friend really wished she could explore both caverns herself. The wistful acceptance of that impossibility was blended with her eagerness to share the news with her colleague. “He’s not that far away, so you can expect him fairly soon.” Judy thanked her again and they both disconnected.




  Judy then briefed the local agents to expect the arrival of a team from the USGS. Sitting in the Bureau car, she wondered what these two houses had in common besides the previously unknown caverns. She reached into her briefcase, extracted the magazine, and skimmed the article looking for the owner of the lodge. It was owned, at the time of the article, by a British company called Æthereal, Limited. Judy once again flipped open her cell phone, this time, calling her office in Spokane. When Delroy Robinson came on line, she said, “Delroy, I need you to research the current ownership of the Tumwater Canyon bombing site and the ownership of the site of last night’s bombing in Maggie Valley, North Carolina. You can get the addresses from the case file.” When he promised to call her with the information as soon as he had it, she ended the call by closing her phone. His call back in forty-five minutes confirmed what she suspected. The same British company owned both locations. What he told her next gave her pause. “I tried to get some information about the company. It’s a privately held corporation. They have no corporate website, nor can I discover exactly what they do. What was really interesting was the call I got five minutes ago from the British Embassy demanding to know why I was, and I quote here, ‘prying into the private business of a respected British firm’. When I explained that two buildings owned by the company had been bombed by an apparent serial bomber, the Brit told me it was merely coincidence and nothing more. Then he hung up. Weird enough?” Once again, she thanked Delroy for the information and hung up the phone.




  Judy was now convinced there was definitely a link between the company and the bombings. She silently wagered that if the bomber struck again, it would be at another building with a mysterious tunnel under a mountain and it would be owned by the same company.




  As she was reading over the interview of the Park Service ranger who had called in the second bombing, her attention was drawn to the arrival of the USGS team. One of the FBI agents pointed the leader in her direction. Here we go again, she thought, as he approached.




  Once the USGS team was busy exploring the cavern, Judy knew there was little more to be done on site by the FBI. The evidence had been separated from the debris and was on its way to the main FBI lab in Quantico, Virginia. She contacted the airport and arranged her return flight home. She had three hours to check out of the hotel, clear security, and board the flight. Plenty of time.




  * * * *




  The rest of the week passed quickly for Judy and she had enjoyed her weekend. Even doing almost two weeks worth of laundry hadn’t dampened her spirits. She’d gotten caught up on all the Bureau paperwork that had accumulated during her extended absence. The one aspect of being SAC she’d overlooked was the administrative burden that came with the job. There was only so much of it that could be done by either the ASAC or her assistant.




  The ringing of her phone woke her up. Groggy and mildly disoriented, she answered. “Agent Deavers.”




  “Good morning, Agent Deavers. This is Eric Johansson.”




  Who? Oh, yeah, the Domestic Counterterrorism guy from Washington. Glancing at her watch, she snarled, “You do realize it’s only three thirty in the morning in Spokane.”




  “Sorry about that, but we just had confirmation of a third bombing, this time, outside Colorado Springs. Everything about it matches the other two, including the presence of a large cavern accessed through the basement. This place is also owned by the mysterious British company.”




  “I knew it!” Sleep was forgotten as the adrenaline rushed through her system.




  “The Director shares your enthusiasm. He wants you in Washington this afternoon, so you’d better get moving. First flight is at six in the morning, your time. Your ticket is at the counter. Plan for a long stay. I’ll pick you up at Reagan National Airport.”




  Chapter 2




  Judy Deavers stepped into the terminal at Reagan National Airport. She’d barely made the flight, especially since she had to go through the special security procedures all agents had to follow when traveling armed. She had phoned Delroy from the taxi on the way to the airport, letting him know he was once again minding the store. As she followed the herd toward the baggage claim area, a very tall, very large man in a sharp suit intercepted her.




  “Agent Deavers?” His voice was that familiar warm baritone from the telephone. “I’m Eric Johansson. As promised, I’m here to pick you up.”




  “It really wasn’t necessary. I could have taken a cab.” That was a pro forma objection, if ever she’d uttered one. She automatically sized him up. He was tall, very tall: six foot-three or four, probably. From what she could judge from the cut of his clothes, he was in really good shape; weight probably between two hundred and two hundred ten. Classic Nordic features, complete with close-cropped blond hair and ice blue eyes. The suit was obviously tailored to fit those big shoulders and arms, yet still seem to drape naturally to his slim waist. Hopefully, his ego wouldn’t match his looks.




  It wasn’t until they reached the baggage claim area and he effortlessly slung her bag onto his shoulder that she realized just how strong he must be. That bag weighed seventy-five pounds; she’d had to pay extra because of that. She had fought with that blasted bag from her apartment to the cab and finally, to the counter at the airport.




  “Have you ever met the Director before?” Eric’s calm voice snapped her out of her reverie.




  Walking alongside him, she replied, “Yes, a couple times. The most recent was when I was appointed as SAC in Spokane.” The present Director had kept one of Hoover’s traditions alive in that he handpicked every SAC. Of course, Hoover would never have picked a woman and, even if he had, she wouldn’t have been as young as Judy Deavers.




  * * * *




  As he drove the Bureau car downtown to the Hoover Building, Eric filled her in on developments that had occurred since she’d taken off from Spokane. “We managed to pull some fingerprints off the cards from bombings two and three, each one a different suspect. Bulletins have gone to all law enforcement agencies to be on the lookout for all three suspects, possibly driving a dark SUV, make and model unknown. The bulletins direct whoever spots these guys to establish a discreet surveillance and contact us immediately.”




  “You know, the sophistication of the explosive charges just doesn’t match with the carelessness implied by the fingerprints on the cards.” That contradiction had been bothering Judy since the beginning.




  “The bomb sophistication comes from suspect number three. Richard Kessler. He’s a real piece of work. Expert in demolitions, usually in urban renewal projects where they need to bring down a big building in a small space. He was busted for aggravated assault on a peace officer in Kansas, and served three years. While in prison, he hooked up with a white supremacy group. Once out of jail, he drifted from militia group to militia group, teaching explosives. He’s presently wanted in Kansas for parole violation. While not the brightest bulb in the box, he’s an artist with explosives.” Eric pulled into the parking garage of the Hoover Building.




  “Suspect number two is another right-wing wannabe named Oscar Pruitt. He’s also a former Vietnam vet, Army Ranger, with no known criminal record. And, of course, you already know about Marvin Ledbetter.” Eric continued as they walked toward the heavy security.




  Once through that screening process and with her visitor’s pass now clipped to the lapel of her suit, the two agents got into the elevator for the ride to the top of the building where the Director’s office was located. “I still can’t reconcile the presence of fingerprints on those cards with the planning inherent in that bomb design.”




  “I have a theory,” Eric said. “What’s the first thing you do when you get new business cards? You take some out of the box and look at them. So here’s our little group getting the cards. They each look at them, admiring their fancy drawing and the bold print. Then they put them back in the box. When they go out on the job, they don latex gloves and take precautions, never thinking about the fact their prints are already on the cards.”




  “That actually makes sense. I can see them doing exactly that.” Judy was impressed by the combination of logical deduction and common sense implicit in his idea. There was obviously more to this man than beefcake.




  They were ushered into the Director’s office as soon as they walked in. He motioned for them to sit down in the chairs facing his desk as he spoke, “Welcome to Washington, Agent Deavers. It’s nice to see you again. That was first-rate work at Tumwater. Your case notes allowed us to tie these three bombings together almost immediately. I’m sure Agent Johansson has brought you up to speed on what we’ve learned while you were on your way here.” At her nod of affirmation, he continued, “I want the two of you to work together on this. I got a call from the White House a little while ago. The President is very worried about this ‘Humanity First’ group and the bombings. He feels we’ve been fortunate there has been no loss of life associated with any of the three attacks. I assured him I was assigning the case to two of the best, and that’s you two. You can call on whatever resources you need, and if anyone balks, you send them to me. Any questions?”




  Recognizing a dismissal, both agents stood. The Director shook their hands and they left his office. When they reached the elevator, Johansson turned to her and said, “We’ll go down to personnel and get you an access badge for the building. No use having to go through the Visitor Pass routine every time you come and go from here.”




  * * * *




  An hour later, they finally entered his office. Judy was surprised at the size of the room. In addition to the standard desk, he had a large computer credenza, a conference table with six chairs, and the walls held both a cork board and a large whiteboard. On the whiteboard were notes from the case. The left-hand column listed common factors about the bombing sites, including the fact they were unoccupied, connected to a large cavern via a hidden tunnel, and owned by Æthereal, Limited. Also included in this list was the small business card. The right-hand column detailed the suspects. The most common factor among them was their association with various known white supremacy groups.




  “Doesn’t the name seem a bit odd for a white supremacy group? Those clowns seem to like names like Aryan Nation. ‘Humanity First’ sounds more...” Judy paused as she searched for the right word, “...ecumenical than what these guys normally espouse.”




  “I agree, but we won’t know what they mean until we either catch these jokers, or find some kind of manifesto for the group. Who knows what kind of strange ideas they’re operating from?” Eric looked at his watch. “It’s pushing six. Why don’t we get you settled into a hotel and grab a bite to eat?”




  * * * *




  After registering in the Sheraton hotel not too far from where Johansson lived, Judy went upstairs to her room to freshen up. After checking her makeup and washing her hands, she met Johansson in the lobby. “Nice room. A bit more upscale than the last place I stayed.” At his confused look, she explained about the tent city at Tumwater Canyon. “I shared my tent with several very hungry mosquitoes. Between them, the rickety field cot and musty sleeping bag, I didn’t sleep much. Now I have this humongous bed with seven pillows and a whirlpool. So where to? This is your city.”




  “Like Chinese? I know a great little place.” Preferring the idea of a small restaurant rather than the hotel dining room, Judy readily agreed and they went to eat.




  * * * *




  About midway through their buffet dinner at the Golden Pagoda, Johansson’s cell phone rang. “Johansson,” he said as he opened the phone. “Where at? Okay, take no action other than surveillance until we get there.” He looked up at Jody. “Ready to take a trip to the Ozarks? One of the locals spotted Richard Kessler in a dark green Ford Expedition pulling into the lane of a farmhouse. They have the place under surveillance.”




  “Eric, does the Bureau have any helicopters on call here? I can fly us there in under ninety minutes.”




  “Well, the Director did say we had access to whatever resources we needed. Let me make a call.” While Eric placed another call to set up the helicopter, Judy settled the tab for their dinner. She even arranged to have some of the food packaged into containers to take with them, along with several bottles of water.




  “Okay, the bird will meet us at the helipad atop the Hoover Building in an hour. I’ll drop you off at your hotel while I go pack an overnight bag, then I’ll pick you up in about forty minutes. Looks like you’ll need a rain check on that big bed and whirlpool.”




  * * * *




  The FBI pilot refused to let her fly the helicopter since he didn’t know her certifications. Rather than fight about it, they just pressed him into service to ferry them to the location provided by the local sheriff. At one in the morning, the helicopter landed in the middle of the local high school football field. As they stepped out from under the rotors, they were greeted by the local sheriff, who led them to his patrol car. Tossing their bulletproof vests into the backseat first, Deavers sat in back as Johansson climbed in the front passenger seat next to the sheriff. Lights and siren wailing, they sped off to the outskirts of town.




  “Don’t fret about the siren. I’ll kill it before we get close,” the sheriff yelled over the noise. “I got twelve men scattered around the farm. It’s the old Hobart place. Thought it was still empty until about two weeks ago. Yard was cut, couple vehicles in the drive. Been meaning to stop by and introduce myself. Guess it’s a good thing I never found the time.”




  True to his word, the sheriff flipped the switch and killed the siren and light bar after a few more minutes. Another ten miles further, he pulled off onto a dirt road and then parked next to several other police cars. Waving them to follow, he headed off into the woods. Johansson and Deavers followed him and soon came to a small bluff overlooking the back of a farmhouse about fifty feet below them. “That’s the place. No one’s been in or out since we followed that Kessler character here about noon.”




  Johansson studied the layout of the area. Moving back into the woods, he opened his phone and called the Counterterrorism unit.




  “This is Johansson. I need an ETA on the tactical team enroute down here. I need them all in position before dawn.” He listened a moment. “That’d be great. Appreciate the support. Call me on my cell if you need me.”




  “Sheriff, in about two hours, an FBI tactical response team will arrive. Could you have someone meet the team in town and lead them out here?”




  “No offense, Agent Johansson, but we don’t want another Ruby Ridge here.” The sheriff’s crossed arms emphasized his reluctance.




  “None of us wants that, Sheriff. We need these people alive to understand why they’ve been bombing buildings around the country. So far, the charges all stem from property damage. There haven’t been any capital offenses committed.”




  “Just so we understand each other. This is a quiet town and we like it that way.” The sheriff was in no way convinced.




  * * * *




  Dawn. In the past few hours, the FBI tactical response team had taken positions overlooking the farmhouse from all sides. A surveillance unit had carefully crept through the yard to attach wireless listening devices to accessible windows. Back in the field behind the woods, another team listened to the individual devices, detecting only the sound of snoring from two of the rooms, ostensibly the bedrooms. Analysis of the noises detected three snorers.




  At six a.m., the surveillance van reported the sound of an alarm clock ringing. There was some muttered grumbling, the sound of a toilet flushing and one subject pounding on an interior door yelling for someone named Pruitt to get his ass out of bed. Lights came on in what the sheriff said was the kitchen. The sound of water filling a coffeemaker, and then the sound of it dripping through its cycle.




  Subject One: “Pruitt, is Marvin up yet?”




  Subject Two (Pruitt): “Yeah, he’s taking a piss.”




  Subject One (Kessler?): “Get him. I thought I heard something.”




  Johansson moved his tactical radio to his mouth. “All units, stand by. Suspects appear to have heard a noise. Stay loose.”




  Subject Three (Ledbetter): “It’s too early for this shit, Dick.”




  Subject One (Kessler): “Look, I heard something from the cellar. I don’t know about you two assholes, but these things scare the shit out of me and I ain’t taking no chances. Come on. Grab your guns and let’s check it out.”




  Sounds of weapons being loaded. Footsteps across kitchen. Interior door opening. Footsteps descending wooden stairs. Mumbled conversation, too faint for analysis.




  Subject (unknown) screams: “Look out!”




  Gunfire. Screams. Silence.




  Johansson screamed into his radio “All units, move in. Shots fired.” Johansson, Deavers, and the sheriff jumped into the car and raced around to the access road to the farmhouse. By the time they got there, the tactical team had forced entry into the house. Two agents stood in the kitchen, automatic weapons aimed at the open door to the cellar. Other agents had fanned out throughout the house to make sure the rest of the building was empty. At a nod from Johansson, the lead agent yelled out, “Federal Officers! Put your weapons down, get on your knees, and lock your hands behind your heads!”




  Moving into a covering position, the agents slowly advanced down the stairs. Suddenly, one agent dashed back up, stripped off his gas mask, and bent at the waist to vomit as he exited the house. As Deavers and Johansson moved to the cellar door, they became aware of the odor of burnt pork.




  The three suspects lay on the basement floor, burned to a crisp. Their weapons were melted and distorted as if exposed to intense heat. The rest of the room was undamaged by flame. There was no sign of any possible source for whatever had killed them. There were no exits from the cellar other than the wooden stairway the agents had descended. “What in the hell happened down here?” Johansson asked, knowing no one knew the answer.




  The raid became another media circus. The TV cameras captured images of the three body bags being carried from the farmhouse and loaded into transport vehicles while grim-faced men in FBI vests looked on. There was a brief attempt to interview the lead agents, but their ‘no comment’ was never even televised. Instead, the cameras focused on the local sheriff, who not only told them the names of the FBI investigators, he then said, “The tragedy in the basement could have been avoided if the FBI had just stayed out of it. My boys had this place covered and none of them bombers would have gone anywhere.” When asked what caused the deaths of the three men, the sheriff could only speculate that something must have gone wrong with their materials.




  * * * *




  Back in the Hoover Building, Deavers and Johansson stared at the whiteboard on Johansson’s wall. Next to each of the three suspects’ names was now written “deceased”. A departmental forensic pathologist had confirmed the identities of the three grisly corpses through the use of dental records, as well as medical charts that contained the history of the healed fractures found in the bones during the autopsies. The autopsy report also included the comment that the bodies had been burned by jets of intense flames, hotter than from a military issue flamethrower. No trace of any combustible or accelerant materials had been found, including chemicals or petrochemicals.




  A search of the farmhouse had not revealed any additional information. A stockpile of the cards was found, one with the cryptic scrawl “Earth belongs to us”, with the word “us” underlined twice. There were road maps and directions to each of the three bombing sites found in Kessler’s Ford Expedition. There were also maps of various other locations, but nothing to indicate whether any of them were other targets. A check of the telephone records failed to reveal anything of value. They were literally at a dead end.




  Chapter 3




  The room appeared to have been hewn from solid rock. Illumination came from guttering torches burning at intervals around the room mounted in wrought iron brackets on the walls. One wall held a huge stone fireplace, over which was hung a massive oil painting of a large red dragon, wings spread, one foreleg pinning a horse in war armor to the ground while the other did the same to a knight. A shattered lance was displayed along the mantle. Sixteen high-backed marble chairs sat in a circle, each resembling a stone throne. Each chair was aligned perfectly with the magnetic field of the planet. One was at true north, another directly opposite it, a third at true east, and a fourth at true west. The remaining chairs were spaced evenly around the circle, representing the intermediate compass points.




  Only the four cardinal chairs were occupied. North was occupied by a large muscular man, black of hair, eye and clothing. Seated in the south chair was another large, muscular man with brown hair, eyes and clothing. At east was seated a tall, slim female, with hair so pale, it appeared pure white. Her eyes seemed to change color, shifting through every hue. Her attire was white linen. Enthroned in the western chair was a woman with hair as red as fire, clad in scarlet, her figure as voluptuous as the other was slim.




  The woman in white spoke first. “Ebon, why have you summoned us?”




  The dark visage turned her way. “To advise you that the problem has been dealt with, Astra. Those responsible for the destruction have been removed as a threat.”




  “Did you at least question them first? Did you find out who is really behind this outrage?” the woman in red demanded.




  Ebon growled with seething anger at her presumptuousness. “I would not stoop that low. Let them fear us as they should, Hecate. Their deaths were an object lesson for all who would raise a hand against us.”




  The other male spoke, his tone conciliatory, “Ebon, we have coexisted for centuries. We have a pact with their leaders. We agreed to take no offensive actions without consulting them. In all fairness, we need to go to them now and explain what you have done and why.”




  The dark male’s wrath exploded. “Explain, Grendal? Never. I tell you now, and mark my words well. Should these attacks continue, they will be met with the full fury of my battle wing. We shall make no distinction between them. It will be war as they have never faced it before and we will not stop until we have wiped them from the face of the planet.”




  “Ebon, calm yourself.” Astra reached out to touch his arm, stroking her fingertips across his clenched fist. “We all agreed to dwell among them as partners as long as neither side threatened the other. These acts of destruction have been provoking, true, but no lasting harm has been done. Do not force this issue to a point where our secret is revealed to the world at large.”




  Turning to the others, she continued, “I shall visit the chosen leaders and get their assistance in resolving this matter in a less drastic solution than that proposed by my brother. I shall insist the number of those with direct knowledge be few to safeguard the secret. Trust me in this. If I fail, we can ultimately turn to my brother’s desire for fire and death.”




  Grendal the Brown nodded his assent, as did Hecate the Red. Ebon the Black growled at his sister and turned his back.




  “I thank you for your support,” Astra said. “I shall contact you as soon as I have news.”




  Each closed their eyes and stilled their motion. A soft blue glow surrounded their bodies, slowly intensifying in brilliance. When it faded, the chairs were empty.




  Chapter 4




  It had been two days since the deaths of the three suspects in Missouri. Deavers and Johansson were beginning to think they would never know what happened in that cellar. The specialists from the lab had been unable to determine exactly how the three men had burned to death in a confined space without any viable ignition source. No trace of any sort of accelerant was found. Analysis of the damaged weapons suggested a wave of intense heat in excess of one thousand degrees Fahrenheit had been focused briefly upon each one, probably while still in the hands of the suspects. The weapons had melted as the people were incinerated.




  They had just finished briefing the Director on the investigation, including the fact they were at a dead end. Judy Deavers was staring morosely into her coffee, thinking about going back to Spokane without having resolved the case. She didn’t even look up when the telephone on Johansson’s desk rang.




  “Johansson. Hello, Janice. Excuse me, would you repeat that? Yes, we’ll be there.” Johansson looked stunned as he hung up the telephone. At Deaver’s raised eyebrow, he announced, “We have an appointment at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue in less than thirty minutes.”




  “Wait a second. Isn’t that the address of...”




  “The White House. We’re about to see the President of the United States.”




  They practically ran out of the building, jumped in Johansson’s Bureau car, and drove over to the White House. The security guard took their names and checked them against a roster of appointments. He directed them to drive past the portico where someone would show them where to park.




  The Secret Service agent directed them to a parking space away from the building and then checked their identification against some papers faxed over by the Director’s office. He led them into the east wing, took them to an office and confiscated their weapons. “You’ll get these back when you leave.” He handed them each a visitor badge and then led them to the anteroom outside the Oval Office. “I’ll be here waiting when you leave.” A buzzer sounded and they were escorted into the room.




  “Agents Deavers and Johansson, please sit down,” said the President, leading them to a grouping of sofas. “I know it sounds impossible, but I want you to try and relax. We have a great deal to talk about and some decisions to make about what we should do next.”




  The President sat in the center of the sofa facing them. He leaned forward as he said, “This is going to sound insane, but you must believe what I’m about to tell you. I cannot stress enough the importance of this. First of all, I know you each have fairly high security clearances. The classification of what we are about to discuss goes above anything in the lexicon. Before now, only the President of the United States has been privy to the information I’m about to reveal. One of the first things that happened after I was sworn into office was a meeting in this very room with the outgoing President. He handed me a group of folders. Each folder contained information passed on from President to President. Today, we’ll talk about perhaps the greatest secret of them all.”




  The President took a few minutes to offer them refreshments, and he waited while the coffee service was delivered. Once the door was secure once again, he cleared his throat. “First, I need you each to answer a question. This is going to sound melodramatic, but I’m more serious than I have ever been. Do you swear, on your lives, that the information you are about to hear will remain secret; that you will not divulge this information to another human being in any fashion, even after your death? I must warn you, the penalty for telling anyone what you’re about to hear will be drastic. You will disappear, permanently. In short, you’ll be executed without benefit of trial and without the public ever knowing what happened to you. The same is true for whomever you may pass this information on to.” He sat there looking at them, clearly expecting an answer.




  Johansson spoke first. “You have my word, Mr. President.”




  Deavers, swallowing her fear, also spoke in agreement.




  “Okay, here goes. Shortly after the detonation of the first atomic bomb in New Mexico, President Truman was visited by a woman who called herself Astra. She basically appeared in his bedroom without any warning and without alarming the Secret Service agents outside the bedroom door. She told him what I’m about to tell you. At that time, the President didn’t believe what she said and didn’t listen to her. When the U.S. began underground nuclear testing, Astra reappeared to President Eisenhower in much the same manner. She reminded him of her prior visit to Truman, and demanded the immediate cessation of underground testing. Now, Dwight Eisenhower was a practical man and not given to leaps of faith, so he asked Astra if there was any way she could prove what she had stated. They arranged to meet in a completely isolated spot and Astra provided her demonstration. Shortly afterward, the U.S. began to press the other nuclear nations to ban all nuclear weapons testing, especially underground.”




  The President took a deep breath, and then continued, “As you know, mankind was not the first species on this planet. In fact, we’re really the new kids on the block. For millions of years, dinosaurs roamed the Earth in great abundance. Even today, we’re discovering new dinosaur species at a rate of four or five each year. It has long been theorized that a wandering asteroid smashed into the Earth somewhere off the Yucatan Peninsula, which caused the end of the reign of the dinosaurs. True enough as far as it goes, but there was a twist.” He looked at both agents as he said, “There was one species that wasn’t destroyed. This species liked to live underground in deep caverns. They were feared by all the other species because they could do some things none of the others could. They could fly and they could breathe fire. They called themselves the Æthereal, but our legends call them Dragons.”




  He waited for the look of incredulity to fade from the agents’ faces before he continued. “The dragons also apparently had the ability to teleport themselves. Immediately after the asteroid impact, they left Earth and for the next thirty million years or so, they explored the universe.”




  Another deep sip of coffee, and he continued, “Periodically, the dragons would return to Earth. A new creature was now dominant on the land, and that creature was man. Individually, the new species offered no threat to the mighty dragons. Over the next few centuries, there were encounters, which have ultimately led to our legends about dragons.




  “Finally, one dragon discovered a new ability which, combined with their ability to move between dimensions, permitted the dragons to change their shape. By adopting the guise of human form, they began to move among mankind. The majority of the dragons resumed their exploration of the universe, but a few remained to watch over the planet and the humans, vigilant for any threat to their continued existence. It wasn’t until we detonated the atomic bomb that we became a serious threat, so a representative approached us to stop. When that failed to move us, they continued to watch. When we began underground testing, we inadvertently destroyed one clutch of dragon offspring. Mad with grief, the parents prepared to attack. The representative pleaded for one last chance to make us understand, so she approached once more. That time, we listened.”




  Johansson sat shaking his head. “Mr. President, what possible demonstration could she have made to make anyone believe this tale?”




  “She transformed herself into a two hundred foot long white dragon, flew up into the air approximately three hundred feet, and then turned while in midair, releasing a fire blast that completely melted a nearby Sherman tank to a bubbling puddle of metal. Landing once more, a frightened soldier opened fire on her. Bullets merely bounced off her scales. Resuming human form, she then laid out the terms of the agreement that exists through this day. Mankind will take no action that threatens the continued existence of the dragons, including exposing their existence, or they will return, in force, and wipe mankind from the face of the planet.” Finished with the tale at last, the President sat back on the couch.




  “Mr. President, with all due respect, this sounds insane! Do you honestly believe any of this ever happened?” Judy Deavers asked.




  “Honestly, no, I don’t. Or at least, I didn’t. Even though the contact agency existed under a seal of protection from the English Crown, I still thought my predecessors were suffering from some kind of delusion. Until today, that is. At about four this morning, I was awakened by a nimbus of blue light that appeared in my bedroom. When the light faded, a striking woman was standing there. She matched, in every detail, the description both Harry Truman and Dwight Eisenhower gave of the woman who had appeared to them. She told me her name was Astra and, in the name of the concord between our peoples, she asked for our help.”




  “Our help?” Johansson repeated. “I’ll bet that contact agency is called Æthereal, Limited and they’re the targets of Humanity First.”




  “Eric, look!” Judy Deavers cry made Johansson turn his head. A soft blue glow had begun to appear about six feet away. When the glow faded, a tall, white-haired woman stepped forward to join them in the sitting group.




  Automatically, both Deavers and Johansson cataloged her appearance: approximately six feet tall, weight about one hundred thirty-five, hair, waist length, white in color, eyes...silver? No, make that gray. No, blue. They seemed to shift color. Clothing: simple white linen suit. Features: absolutely stunning. Johansson had no idea what there was about the woman’s face; he couldn’t seem to grasp the individual features and the whole was definitely greater than the sum of its parts.




  Her voice, a liquid alto like the rush of water over stones in a brook, was magical. “On behalf of my people, I thank you for this service. It is imperative to both our races we find those behind the attacks on us. Time is of the essence. There are factions among my kind who advocate returning ownership of this Earth to us. They would settle for nothing less than the extermination of your kind.”




  The President looked at the two stunned agents and shook his head. He knew how they felt. They had been exposed to the contents of only one of the twelve folders. Since the contents of the most fantastic folder had been proven true, he knew beyond a doubt the others must be as well. No wonder his predecessors aged so quickly in this job! He doubted he would ever sleep soundly again in his life. Perhaps Ronald Reagan had been the lucky one, after all; Alzheimer’s had erased these terrible secrets before his death.




  “I know each of you has sworn an oath to support and defend the Constitution of this great land, and to uphold all the laws that govern our society. However, in carrying out this mission, you won’t be able to honor those oaths. In my hand, I have a Presidential Pardon for each of you, absolving you of any crimes you may commit in the furtherance of this mission. In addition, you are hereby appointed as special agents of the United States, operating under the control of the President. Those credentials will direct all agencies, civilian or military, to obey any instructions you may give them, provide any resource you may request, and to assist you in any manner you may require. Any questions pertaining to these instructions are to be directed to me here at the White House.” He handed them each their pardons.




  “Your mission is still the same. Investigate the group calling itself Humanity First and stop them. They are to be found down to the lowest level, root and branch. Anyone, and I mean anyone, who has knowledge of the existence of the dragons must be found. Once found, the threat they represent must be eliminated by whatever means necessary. Let me be plain.” The President glared at each agent in turn. “There will be no trial. There will be no public acknowledgement of these people.”




  “Mr. President, I cannot kill someone in cold blood. What if one of these people has told his children? Where do we draw the line?” Judy Deavers quietly asked.




  “The line, Agent Deavers, is the survival of the human race. God forgive me, but if that means killing a four year old child to protect our species, so be it.”




  Astra’s liquid voice broke the tension in the room. “Once those who know are identified, we will handle them. You need bear no further responsibility for them.”




  Silence descended on the room.




  “Perhaps it is time for me to depart. I shall join you two soon and we will discuss the next steps we must take,” Astra said. A soft blue glow began to surround her form and then she vanished.




  Shaking off his amazement, the President turned to the stunned agents. “I know both of you will do what needs to be done. Our nation, our species, is counting on you two. If you need anything from me, you can reach me day or night, anywhere in the world.” He shook their hands and then escorted them through the door back to the anteroom.




  The Secret Service agent led them back to the room they had first entered. He asked them to step back, one at a time, in front of a Presidential Seal hanging on the wall. He took their pictures, then printed out identification cards, which he then laminated. “These identify you as Presidential Agents. The President has asked that you retain your FBI credentials and use those whenever possible. You are also, from this moment on, entitled to full access of the White House when using these new credentials. Whatever you do, don’t lose them.” The agent then returned their weapons, which each agent then checked to make sure there wasn’t a round chambered before holstering them. The agent then led them back to their car.




  Neither spoke as they drove back to the Hoover Building, lost in their thoughts about what they had seen and heard. Upon reaching Johansson’s office, he picked up the phone. “Janice, I need to see the Director. Oh, I see. We’ll be right there.”




  He turned to Judy and said, “Seems the Director is expecting us. Apparently, the President called him a couple minutes ago.”




  When they entered the Director’s office, he spoke first. “By direction of the President, you’re assigned solely to the mission he has directed under a classified Presidential Order. I know it involves the identification of members of the terrorist group Humanity First. Beyond that, I have no need to know. You will have the full resources of the Bureau at your disposal.”




  “I guess that about covers it, sir,” Johansson said.




  The Director shook their hands as he led them from the room. “Janice, these two are on the top of the list to reach me, any time of day, anywhere in the world.”




  Judy was struck by the Director’s eerie echo of the President’s words from an hour before. Perhaps knowing that both the Director and, more incredibly, the President of the United States expected them to call at any time, and that they would make themselves available for that call made Judy realize this whole thing was all too real. They really were expected to save the entire world from extermination by dragons by tracking down a group of people who apparently also knew about their existence. Incredible. Insane. Terrifying.




  As she and Johansson reached his office, he closed the door behind them and then shut the blinds that covered the window in his door. As he returned to his seat behind the desk, he found that Judy had already poured him a fresh cup of coffee. Looking at the steaming mug, he spoke, “I almost wish I had a bottle somewhere in my desk. For the first time in my career, I could use a drink.”




  “I know what you mean. I’m still having trouble taking it all in; accepting what the President told us. It’s just too...fantastic.”




  Johansson looked up at the whiteboard. “We need a new approach. The information we have just won’t take us where we need to go. But before we get into that, let me ask you something. Do you think we can safely talk about all this here?”




  Deavers looked startled at the suggestion that the office, located in the center of the Hoover Building, surrounded by Federal agents, might not be secure. “Well, I don’t think we need to worry about some Humanity First type sneaking in here!”




  “That’s not what I meant. I’m talking about an agent walking past that door, casually overhearing something we might be discussing. I can easily imagine that agent walking around sharing the information with others. ‘Hey, guess what? Johansson has cracked. He and Deavers are in their office talking about dragons, for pity’s sake.’ That would spread through the Bureau’s gossip mill faster than any damage control we could bring to bear. And once that happened, we would fail.”




  Judy nodded her head in agreement. “You’re right. We need somewhere else to talk about all this. It has to be some place secure and must be free of the chance of exposure. Oh, and one more thing. It has to be some place where we can meet with Astra without anyone being curious about her. She’s way too striking for anyone to ignore.”




  “And I have absolutely no idea if such a place could even exist.” Waving his hand in the air, Johansson said, “Outside this building, we run the risk of chance exposure by the general public. We can also become a target for surveillance by a lot of different agencies, ranging from the bad guys to foreign governments.” Johansson sighed. “Look, we’re doing no good here. Let’s go grab a bite to eat and perhaps something will come to us.”




  “Sounds good to me.” As she stood, she added, “Only, please, no fast food joints.”




  Johansson drove out of the District and into Old Town Alexandria. The fresh air, combined with the abundant kaleidoscope of fall colors, made Judy’s spirits rise. He parked the car and the two agents began to walk through Old Town toward a bistro that was one of Johansson’s favorites. They took a small outdoor table, loathe spending one more minute indoors on such a spectacular day.




  After the waiter had taken their orders, Deavers turned to Johansson. “Since we’ll be spending a lot of time together, I’d like to get to know you better. Tell me a bit about yourself.”




  “Not much to tell, really. I grew up in northeastern Wisconsin just above Green Bay, an only child. I was what was called a change of life baby. My mother was in her mid-forties and my father was fifty when I was born. Neither of them lived to see me graduate from high school. I won an appointment to the Naval Academy in Annapolis. I spent ten years in the Navy after graduation, the last eight as a SEAL.”




  “What made you leave the Navy?” Her curiosity about her new partner was evident in her tone.




  His eyes got a faraway look in them. “There were some things that happened that made me question what I was doing. Anyway, as I was deciding to leave the Navy, I started thinking about what I wanted to do.” He shook his head and let out a self-deprecating chuckle. “This will sound stupid, but at that moment, when I was really trying to decide what to do with the rest of my life, I looked up at the television just in time to see Efram Zimblast, Jr. in that series, ‘The FBI’. It just seemed like fate had shown me what to do. I went in to the local office and asked about recruitment opportunities. They wanted me, so the Navy released me early to enter the FBI academy.”




  The waiter brought their lunch choices. “I spent the first few years working out of small posts. You know what that’s like. Eventually, I worked my way up the ladder to a bigger posting, until I was ASAC in New York. That was an education! Between the diplomats, spies and suspected terrorists, I never got any rest. Once the Domestic Counterterrorism unit was formed, I was selected to be in the initial cadre and I’ve been there ever since.”




  “You seem to have omitted any personal life,” Judy mentioned, her curiosity about this man increasing. She couldn’t help it.




  “I guess that’s because I don’t have one. Oh, I came close back when I was in the Navy but she couldn’t handle being the wife of a SEAL or what it was doing to me. The breakup was pretty nasty. Since then, I’ve never found anyone that made me want to risk it again.” Agent Johansson picked up his coffee cup. “So, what about you?”




  “Like you, I’m an only child. I grew up in Kershaw County, South Carolina, where my family raised horses. I went to the University of South Carolina, the other USC, majoring in Criminal Justice. I joined the FBI right after graduation. Did the usual scut jobs they give women in the FBI until the day I bagged a terrorist while going to the grocery store.” Seeing the look on his face, she said, “You never heard the story?” She grinned. “Well, truth is stranger than fiction. I was home visiting my folks when I needed some things from the store. I was driving back from the Piggly Wiggly, passing near the Air Force base, when I saw something odd. I doubled back and pulled into this small park beside the base perimeter fence. They used the park to fly model airplanes. Anyway, there was this guy trying to cut through the base perimeter fence with an old rusty pair of wire cutters. Dull wire cutters. I shouted ‘Federal Agent’ and he turned, throwing the cutters at me. I ducked and accidentally discharged my weapon. My bullet struck him in the knee, dropping him to the ground. The military police heard the gunshot and responded, as did one of the local policemen, who had seen the altercation as he drove by. After identifying myself as an FBI agent, I explained I had seen the man cutting his way through the fence. To make a long story short, the van he was driving was filled with explosives. I got a commendation, made ASAC, and then SAC in Spokane.”




  She took a sip of her espresso. “I’ve never had much time for a personal life either. It’s harder for a woman in the FBI, you know. Everyone assumes I made it because I slept with someone or, if I don’t date, then I must be a lesbian.” She shook her head. “Most men find out what I do and get intimidated. I went out with this one man that I’d met at some event my parents dragged me to at the Governor’s Mansion in Columbia. We were in Five Points at a small café, much like this one, when he decided it was a good time to snort some coke. I watched open-mouthed as he did it right in front of me, and then he offered me some! I told him I was an FBI agent and he was under arrest.” They enjoyed a laugh at the expense of the stupid drug user. “So I bury myself in my work.”




  “Where did you learn to fly a helicopter?”




  “My folks had one. My dad taught me to fly it, along with the Piper Cherokee he also owned. He taught me to shoot before I was ten. Everything from shotguns to handguns. My instructors at Quantico were impressed; they even tried to get me to stay on as a marksmanship instructor rather than take a field assignment.”




  After they finished their lunch, they started to walk back toward the car. Standing next to the car, her long hair tossed by the breeze, stood Astra.




  Chapter 5




  “Hello. I thought it would be easier to meet with you here, away from your office.” Her unusual voice was just loud enough to be heard by the two agents.




  Nodding in agreement, Judy said, “We’ve been trying to come up with someplace we can work on this without the risk of disclosure to others.”




  Astra looked at them, her changing eyes measuring. “I have such a place. Trust me when I say no one will be able to intrude on you there. But first, I will take you some place we can talk freely. To get there, you must trust me.” She pointed to an alleyway nearby and the three walked over to the narrow passage. After carefully observing the surroundings, she took Johansson’s hand in her left and Deaver’s in her right. Astra closed her eyes and began to concentrate. The soft blue light began to surround the group.




  “Hey, wait a...”




  The light faded.




  “...minute!” Johansson exclaimed.




  “Where are we?” Judy asked, her voice a bit shaken by the experience they’d just had. One second, they were standing in an alley in Alexandria and the next, they were...here. Her eyes took in the hewn stone walls, the circle of marble thrones, the guttering torches, the painting and the lance. “No offense, Astra, but we can’t work here!”




  “I know, child. I brought you here so we could talk without interruption, for I am sure you both have many questions. As for where we are, this is the Council chamber, a place where my kind comes to discuss mutual problems and seek solutions to them. It is located deep inside a mountain in what you call Austria.”




  Judy Deavers bristled at being called child, but the word Austria caught her attention. “Austria! You brought us all the way to Austria?”




  “It is actually just a short distance for us. We can move between the stars just as easily. Come, let us sit down and talk.”




  As they moved to the circle of thrones, Astra pointed to the north chair. “Do not sit there. It is my brother’s seat. I have often wondered whether it was the chair that makes him so belligerent and disagreeable.”




  “Your brother?” Judy asked.




  “Yes, Ebon the Black. He has much cause for his anger and his hatred of your kind for it was his and Hecate the Red’s offspring which were destroyed in the blast all those years ago.”




  “Astra, if your species has spent all these millennia exploring the stars, why is Earth so important to you? You must have settled upon thousands of worlds by now.” Judy asked the question that had bothering her since the meeting with the President.




  Astra’s silvery eyes bored into the two agents as if weighing their very souls. Finally, she spoke. “In my eons of watching humanity, I have become a true judge of your character. Very well, I shall trust you with one of our secrets. Throughout the millennia of exploration, we have found one disturbing fact which has since driven our behavior. Only on Earth may we successfully bear our young. Attempts on other planets have been either fruitless or had horrific results. Either the eggs never develop or the creatures within are so malformed, they cannot survive.”




  “Did I understand you correctly? Your kind must return to Earth to have their babies?” Judy asked.




  “Yes, that is true. We do not reproduce often, only every thousand years or so. It is a good thing, or the universe would be filled with dragons. As I was saying, when our time approaches, we must come back here to the cavern of our own birthing. Once the eggs are laid, we stay with them through hatching and the initial years until our young are mature enough to move to another world themselves.”




  “How long does that take?”




  “Oh, about a century or so.”




  Johansson spoke up, “And in all this time, you’ve never been discovered?”




  “I never said that. Even in our caverns, man has sometimes found us. It is unfortunate for the man,” she shrugged, “but our young must also eat. In the early days of your species, we would sometimes move about on the surface. Confrontations with man eventually made us withdraw until we mastered the ability to change our forms. It is now customary for us to remain in this form when on this world, unless we are in the birthing caverns.”




  “Look, this is all very fascinating but can we get down to business?” Johansson said, more than a little disturbed by the idea the dragons had once considered people as food.




  “Such an impatient species. I suppose that comes from living such a brief span. Very well, what are your questions?”




  “Tell me about the houses that were bombed,” Johansson asked.




  “Wherever one of our chambers has an access to the surface, we have built a structure to disguise that opening. In this manner, we can come and go without attracting attention and reduce the risk of someone finding the cavern.”




  “So in destroying the houses, they hope to expose the caverns,” Judy suggested.




  “Yes, that would mean people would start examining the caverns and make them useless to us.”




  “Are there many such caverns?” Johansson asked.




  “There are hundreds of them, but only a few have openings to the surface. Most lie even deeper and are served by underground rivers. Since we can teleport ourselves to the surface whenever and wherever we wish, the absence of direct access is not viewed as a detriment.”




  “What happened to the three men in that cellar?” Johansson asked, even as he suspected the answer.




  Astra shook her head sadly, “That was my brother. You must understand, he takes his position as Guardian very seriously and he hates your kind. He hunted those men assiduously. When he found where they were hiding, he laid a trap for them. He lured them into the basement, away from the eyes of those outside. He then opened a portal while in his true form. He savored their panic at being confronted by the appearance of a huge black dragon’s head thrusting through what had been a solid wall. He said they were not worth eating, so he breathed his flame upon them, one at a time. He then withdrew and allowed the portal to close.”




  Memory of the charred remains flashed through both agents’ minds as she spoke. The implications of her words also sank in. No place was safe from the dragons. They could open a portal anywhere, at any time.




  “Unfortunately, by killing them, your brother has made this much harder. They might have told us who was calling the shots. Okay, we need a fresh approach.” Johansson began to pace around the room as he spoke. “Obviously, someone out there knows about you. He knows about your caverns. The key questions here are how did he find out and how is he convincing others, like our three bombers, to join his cause. You have sent representatives to our people before. Is there any way we can talk to those representatives?”




  Astra smiled. “I have been the only representative to speak with your people. From our initial contact a thousand years ago through today, I am the only dragon to be permitted this duty.”




  Johansson looked a bit nonplussed for a moment as the import of her words settled in. This being was old. In fact, there was really no way to anticipate how old.




  As if reading his mind, Judy spoke up, “Astra, just how long have you lived?”




  Astra looked a bit puzzled at the question. “We don’t measure the passage of time the way you do. I simply am and always have been. My memories stretch back far into the past, even before the fall of the great rock from the sky.”




  Holy Mother of God. She’s saying she’s over sixty-five million years old. Her mind could not grasp that concept. She looked at Astra in her human guise and would place her age at somewhere in her mid-thirties, discounting the white hair.




  Shaken by this revelation, Johansson asked, “We must assume the exposure occurred in modern times. When you made you first visit to the President, who was present?”




  “Only the man and his mate. Those who guarded him remained unaware outside the door.”




  “Well, I doubt if Bess Truman is behind this. What about when you came back after the underground test?” Judy said.




  “I made two visits that time. The first was just to the man you called Eisenhower. He was alone. We spoke for almost an hour and set up the meeting for me to prove what I had said.”




  “Where did that take place?” Johansson asked.




  “Up in the mountains at a place you call Camp David. There were several people there, despite the man Eisenhower’s assurances. He had his guards, plus there were a few other men in uniforms.”




  “Would you tell us about what happened that night?” Judy asked.




  “I came to them at the edge of an open space. The man Eisenhower asked if I was prepared to prove what I had claimed. I told him that I was. I moved to the center of the open space and shifted to my true form. He was pushed behind the guards. I asked the man Eisenhower if the metal can, what he called a tank, had any people inside.”




  “Wait. You can talk while in your natural form?” Judy interjected.




  “No. We can, however, communicate directly with our minds. The man Eisenhower ordered the men out of the tank and I flew into the sky. I flamed the tank for a few moments until it was reduced to nothing more than a puddle. Then I landed in the field. One of the uniformed men shot at me with a gun. I asked the man Eisenhower to make him stop. He did so and I changed back to this form. He was convinced I had spoken truly. We went inside one of the buildings and talked the night through, developing the Æthereal Accord whereby neither species would do anything to bring harm to the other. Once we had agreed, I left.”




  “Why is it called Æthereal Accord?” Judy asked.




  “That is what we are: beings of the Æther, of the air. That is our name for ourselves.”




  “It seems to me that our breach stems from that night. Someone at that meeting broke trust and spoke of what he’d witnessed. I don’t know how, but he has convinced others of the truth of his story, enough anyway that they’ve started this campaign against you.” Johansson stopped pacing. “What we need to do now is find out who was there that night and what became of them afterwards. That will lead us to whoever is behind this and give us a chance to stop it from going any further.”




  “Astra, we cannot use this place to work from. It’s too far from where we have to be in order to investigate, not to mention that neither of us can get in or out of here,” Judy stated.




  “That is true. I have a home located near the site of Camp David. It, too, covers an access to a cavern. You can work there. Come, let us return to your car and you can begin.”




  Chapter 6




  After driving back to the Hoover Building, Judy placed a call to the White House. As soon as she identified herself, she was told to “stand by”. After a moment, she was startled to hear the voice of the President himself.




  “Agent Deavers, sir. Sir, I need some information and I don’t know how to get it without coming through you.”




  “Go ahead.”




  “Mr. President, we believe the breach must have occurred the night of the Eisenhower demonstration. We need the names and files on everyone who was present at Camp David that night.”




  “I never said it was at Camp David. How did you find that out?”




  “From the only other being present at the meeting. Sir, if we’re to succeed with this mission, there cannot be any secrets kept from us. That’s why we need the files on everyone who was there at the Camp, not just the Secret Service agents around the President at the time.”




  “Well, who else could have been there?”




  “Mr. President, we know there were military personnel present who fired at the visitor. There were probably others there who took no direct action and as such, were ignored by the visitor.”




  “You’re right, of course. That would have to be the source. Did you ever have tunnel vision, Agent Deavers? You get accustomed to the trappings that go with this office, which includes the small army of people who are always around you. Soon, you no longer even notice them all. I’ll bet that was true back in Ike’s day, too.”




  “Probably even worse for him, Mr. President. He had been Supreme Allied Commander. Military personnel had always surrounded him. What general ever really sees a private unless that person screws up?”




  The President chuckled, a rueful sound in Deaver’s mind. “How true. Sharp thinking, Deavers. I’ll have all the files delivered to you before noon tomorrow. It will give those folks in the archive something to wonder about, don’t you think? A Presidential request for military and Treasury records dating back over forty years.”




  “Thank you, Mr. President.” After hearing the President hang up, Judy returned the receiver to its cradle. Turning to Johansson, she relayed the gist of her conversation with the President. “Noon tomorrow before we see the records. Look, it’s been a long day already. Why don’t we call it a day, go home, pack for the mountains and get some sleep? We’ll meet here around ten in the morning, pack up what little we have and then hit the road after we get the stuff from the White House.”




  * * * *




  They had packed what few files they had from the three bombings and the investigation so far into a single box. The arrival of the information from the White House had necessitated a change in their travel plans, however. Three cartons of paper take up a lot of room, and there was no way it, plus their baggage and laptops, would all fit into the trunk of a Ford Taurus. A call down to the Bureau garage and they changed to a much larger Yukon SUV. With the assistance of some other agents, they soon had the seats folded down, all the boxes and their suitcases stowed in the vehicle. The Secret Service agent who had delivered the boxes, just happened to be the same one they had met at the White House the day before, handed them each a new cellular telephone.




  “These phones are a bit different than your regular ones. These are encrypted and will work pretty much anywhere in the world. Only the White House knows the numbers, so if either one rings, try not to keep the Boss waiting.”




  They tucked the phones into their laptop bags, shook the agent’s hand, and headed north out of Washington.




  Judy quietly studied the man driving the Yukon. She had to admit she liked him. He had the same drive and sense of purpose she herself possessed. He was charming, gorgeous to look at, and she’d bet a month’s salary the body under that tailored suit was as buff as they come. Fortunately, his self-deprecating sense of humor saved him from being just another pretty face and kept his ego in check.




  * * * *




  Eric was having thoughts along a similar vein as he drove up I-70 into northeastern Maryland. Judy Deavers had everything he found attractive in a woman, all wrapped up in one package. She was smart and withstood shocks better than anyone he knew, and her slim, elfin beauty brought out a protective urge. He would have to be careful not to tread on what he hoped were competent toes. He was looking forward to getting to know her better, and to see whether what appeared to be an ideal woman had any bad habits she’d so far hidden.




  Aside from small talk about the weather and the roads, neither had really opened up, both were lost in their private thoughts, until they started getting close to their destination. Judy had the directions given to them by Astra, and she called out the route. “Turn left here,” and “Turn right at the next road,” were the extent of their conversation. After her final, “Take the next dirt road on the left”, neither spoke again until they pulled to a stop in front of a cabin.




  “Is this the right place?”




  “What a dump!”




  They spoke almost simultaneously, their voices revealing their mutual disappointment. The small rustic cabin in front of them appeared to have been abandoned for the last several decades. The roof sagged in the center; the front door was off its hinges. The front porch had large holes where the boards had rotted away. None of the windows held an intact piece of glass. Huge spider webs draped the eaves.




  Astra walked around the side of the building and beckoned for them to follow. When they started to get out of the car, she motioned for them to drive behind her. She led them toward the hillside. As she approached, the hillside opened to reveal a well-lit garage area. Once the Yukon had entered the garage and been shut down, the hillside closed behind them.




  “Welcome to my home,” Astra said. “I can see by your faces that the subterfuge out front has worked once again. Yes, the cabin is a front, designed to mislead anyone who comes by here. My real dwelling is here behind it, inside the mountain itself. Let me show you around.”




  Astra led them through a doorway from the garage and into a fantastic sunken living room. Its sheer size overpowered them. There were seating groups comprised of several couches in each corner of the room. The center held a large circular fireplace, with yet more comfortable seating scattered nearby. The walls were decorated with mythical paintings of dragons in flight. Well, maybe not so mythical, Johansson thought.




  Off the living room was a kitchen that would have been the envy of any gourmet chef. Stainless steel fronts on all the appliances, a fully provisioned walk-in refrigerator and a separate walk-in freezer, also full. Butcher block counters. Not one but three conventional ovens, two microwave ovens. There was a Jenn-Aire® range top, plus a ceramic or glass top range with eight burners. The cabinets were stocked with all the modern appliances, from a top end coffeemaker to a food processor. The pantry was stocked with every comestible imaginable. Well, they sure wouldn’t go hungry.




  Each bedroom suite was equally extravagant. The style of the furnishings varied from room to room. The room given to Johansson was heavy oak furniture, with a massive four-poster bedframe, all stained in a deep, dark oak. The king-size bed was lost in the room. The stone floor was carpeted in rich maroon plush that had to be three inches thick. The adjoining bath featured both a large three-head shower and a Jacuzzi whirlpool bath. Judy’s room, located across the hall, was much the same, except her furnishings were in French Provençal with a more feminine color scheme.




  “I hope you will be comfortable here. My room is just a bit further down the hall, but I ask that you not go in there. Unlike these rooms, it is unfurnished. In that room, I can rest in my natural form in peace and quiet.” Both agents quickly agreed to respect her privacy, as they were sure she would respect theirs.




  Astra then led them to another room, filled with a twenty foot oval cherry conference table. Ten captain chairs, their leather upholstery dyed a snowy white, were placed around the table. Along one wall was a huge whiteboard, along the other, a retractable screen. From the center of the ceiling, a computer projector was suspended. At the back of the room stood several vacant lateral file cabinets, as if purchased to store the records the agents had brought with them. Finally, a podium stood adjacent to the table. The room looked like a corporate conference center in any Fortune 500 company.




  “There is a wireless access point in every room. Connectivity beyond this house, like the electricity, is provided by your government through the resources supporting Camp David. Water is provided through an underground aquifer. All wastes are disposed of underground as well. Fresh air is pumped through the mountain through a combination of natural convection and an air handling system whose surface elements are cunningly hidden. Even the smoke from the fireplace is broken up and released outside in tiny amounts miles away from this place.”




  She then led them back to the garage and through another door on the other wall. This led to a fully-equipped gymnasium. Three of the walls were mirrored; the fourth wall was glass, overlooking an underground lake. “The lake is heated by a natural spring. There are no creatures living in the water because it is treated by a chlorine filtration system.”




  The house amazed the two humans. “Astra,” said Judy. “This place is astounding. If I may ask, why do you have such a place? I mean, you aren’t human yourself, so what’s the point of all this?”




  “This is my home, Judy. It is our custom to live among you in human form whenever we are on this planet, except for the time spent rearing our young when that would be impractical. At times in the past, I have entertained my brother and his mate here, as well as those of my offspring who have chosen to visit me. You two are the first human visitors I have ever had.”




  Eric asked, “If I may be impertinent, how can you afford all this? The furnishings and equipment here must have cost a small fortune.”




  Astra smiled at him. “We are quite wealthy in your human terms. After all, who knows better where to find the precious minerals and gemstones than us? Do you think your legends of dragons and their treasure mounds came from nothing? Over the eons, we each collected vast riches just because we enjoyed the sparkle of the stones, or the soft warmth of the metal. Through my dealings with men, we learned of the value you placed upon these things. A few strategic deals, some careful investing, and the Æthereal, Limited shareholders became vastly wealthy. Since we avoid ostentatious display, few are even aware we exist.”




  The rest of the afternoon was spent in transferring the files from the Yukon to the conference room cabinets. Once the files were in place and organized, Eric found a sealed envelope bearing the Presidential seal with his name written on it. Upon opening the envelope, he found a CD-ROM disk and a note from the President. “This CD contains a synopsis of each individual and an inventory of all documents pertaining to that person. I thought it might be useful.” But before he could get the CD booted up, Judy appeared in the doorway to announce that dinner was ready.




  As they sat around the table eating the sumptuous meal Astra had prepared, Eric asked the question bothering him. “Astra, I’m confused about something. If your species is immortal, why do you still have offspring? Even at such a slow birth interval of a millennium, there should be billions of you by now.”




  Astra looked at the two agents with momentary annoyance. “I could say the same for each of you and there are already billions of you! Your females can bear young around age thirteen or fourteen and can have a child every year until their middle age. Not counting the multiple births your species can have, each female could produce thirty or more children. Why do you not? Because it is a matter of personal choice. It is the same with us; mating is not a biological imperative. We have offspring when we choose to have offspring; rarely do any of us have more than two or three clutches during our breeding years. And while personal choice does enter into the mix, certain other factors also come into play. Whenever the species feels a need for an increase in certain categories of my kind—say, the need for more warriors—then those colors are driven to produce more young.”




  Astra’s face turned sad as she added, “I have never said we were immortal, for we are not. Our species can and does die. Some through accident or battle, but most just reach a point where the weight of their years overcomes the desire to go on. We have lost the spark of so many.” She paused for a sip of the delicate Cabernet. “It takes a very long time for us to mature, more than a million Earth years. Once we have matured and accepted a mate, we develop the desire to have offspring. Early on, our species mated more often but over the eons, that interval has changed to a cycle of a millennia or so. Our clutches are now very small, no more than two.”




  “What are your offspring like?” Judy asked,




  “Like all young, I suppose: fractious, clumsy, constantly hungry. In the blink of an eye, a few decades or so, they grow strong enough to test their wings. After another decade or two, they begin to master the mental discipline to travel in astral form. Once proficient in astral form, they soon learn the next step and begin dimensional travel. As they approach maturity, they can breathe fire. I believe that is an ancient mechanism to attract a mate. Ah, you cannot imagine the aerial displays as two or more males vie for the affections of a young female, flames scoring the clouds in intricate patterns.”




  Judy thought she sounded like any another woman at that moment, the wistful tone of remembrance of times past. “That sounded too much like the voice of personal experience. Where is your mate?”




  “We mated before the day of the sky stone. Our mating flight took us far from the lands of our birth over the sea to the area you now call China. I was in the caverns there with our young when the stone fell. He was not with us, for he was a Green and, therefore, adventurous, always seeking new sights. On that fateful day, he had followed the sky stone and was too close when it impacted the Earth. Not even our scales could protect him from that horrific event. In the way of our kind, I felt his passing.”




  She looked so sad, Eric feared they had stirred up too many emotions to learn any more at that time, but she surprised him by continuing.




  “Perhaps it is time to share my personal story and that of the Æthereal. After my mate’s death, I devoted myself to my young. It is amazing how small even a huge cavern can be when filled with a mature dragon and several growing young. The bigger they got, the more I wished to see something other than that dark rock space. Hunting was a nightmare, having to leave them alone there while I tried to find enough for them to eat.”




  “An innate ability to teleport seems so unusual, especially in a creature that can fly. I wonder how it came to develop,” Johansson mused aloud.




  “Our legends speak of a time when it was new to the species. At that time, we knew how to project our consciousness outside our bodies in order to hunt or protect our young. It is very hard for a two hundred foot long creature to sneak up on anything, after all! Anyway, this Æthereal of legend saw something threatening her young and somehow, created the first portal in her desire to reach them in time. Imagine the surprise for the predator to have a full-grown angry Æthereal suddenly appear between it and its prey.”




  “That makes sense, I guess. I can intellectually understand how you could open a doorway to somewhere you have seen, but what about traveling between worlds? How did that come about?” Johansson inquired.




  “That is one of the funnier stories from legend, although its result changed our lives forever. According to legend, one Green male was dreaming of a surface filled with warm air currents, sweeping vistas, mighty mountains, huge forests and herds of beasts. He could see it clearly in his mind and decided to follow his dream by opening a portal and stepping through. At first, he thought he was merely in the southern hemisphere until he looked to the sky above. A huge ringed planet dominated a quarter of the sky. He had left our world. After his panic subsided, he envisioned his familiar cavern, opened a portal, and stepped back home. This variation was so self-explanatory that soon, everyone was traveling to whatever places their imaginations could take them.




  “We spent the next few eons traveling among the worlds and dimensions. Some places were so wondrous, many chose to stay. There are places with crystal waters where the Æthereal rule the skies. The infinite variety calls to us. Most only return to Earth long enough to rear their young and then return to their paradise among the stars.”




  Judy had been watching Astra during her discourse. “You’ve never left, have you?”




  “No, I stayed behind. This is my world. As your species took over, I limited myself to moving around only in astral form. I could see the occasional interaction between our species. It was usually one-sided, with the human becoming food. About twelve hundred years or so ago, things changed. Man began actively hunting us, clad in metal and riding horses. The last such encounter is immortalized in your legend of ‘the Dragon and St. George’. The truth was a bit less heroic than your legend. The human found the young Æthereal asleep, charged in, and managed to impale the immature female through her wings with his metal spear. Mortally wounded, pinned to the ground by the imbedded shaft, she still tried to fight back. It took him hours to hack her to death with his small, metal sword. After that, our young were forbidden to walk the surface of their home world in physical form.




  “Still, I yearned to interact with you. I studied your forms and mannerisms, and then applied a combination of astral projection and portal walking and found myself tottering about on two legs! It took a long time before I became comfortable with this form, but I did eventually master the semblance. Slowly, I began to move out among your people, learning more about you and refining my human persona. I taught the techniques to the others who came back here.




  “As your race expanded in the world and became more aggressive, even amongst yourselves, we began to worry about whether we could safely coexist. At that time, we selected the Council of Sixteen to watch over you. When you tested that first nuclear weapon, the Council was divided about what to do next. I asked for permission to approach the leader of the group with the weapon. While the man Truman ignored me, the weapon usage became limited to areas we had no interest in, such as small atolls in the ocean. Then came the underground tests. What a tragedy that was. Ebon and his mate Hecate had spent centuries preparing their cavern for their new offspring. The weapon had been placed in the Earth above their cavern. Just two days after the birth of their young, the weapon was detonated, collapsing the ceiling and flooding the cavern with radioactive fire. The young had been crushed by the falling rock and seared by the plasma stream. Ebon and Hecate, badly injured, managed to port out to their other home on the Paradise planet. My brother is a creature ruled by his passions, and he tried to persuade the Æthereal to sweep Earth free of the scourge called humanity. By a narrow margin, I managed to dissuade the Council from taking such action and made a final appeal to your leaders. Unfortunately, that successful appeal now seems to have set the stage for the situation in which we now find ourselves.”




  “Astra, I know President Eisenhower and British Prime Minister Macmillan proposed the first test ban treaty in 1959, but underground testing continued well into the 1960s under President Kennedy. In fact, didn’t we conduct periodic tests up until 1992?” Eric asked.




  “Unfortunately, that is true. In each case, your government consulted with us before the tests, and they were limited to less than one hundred fifty kilotons. By agreement, we had abandoned all our caverns in that part of your country. The continued testing still increased the discord among the Council of Sixteen, steadily narrowing the margin that protects your species from annihilation.




  “And that brings up a new issue. Between the loss of the caverns by your tests and the ones being exposed by these renegade humans, we have lost many of our chambers. It is important that no further chambers are exposed. Significant shuffling has been forced upon us to accommodate the needs of birthing mothers and further disruptions will impact the Council’s position.




  “And now, my young friends, I must rest. I will probably sleep for several days, so I leave you to your labors in our mutual behalf. Should you need to depart, there is a device on a shelf near your vehicle that opens the garage door.” She stood and then walked down the hall to her room, entered, and closed the door behind her.




  Chapter 7




  Eric was just pouring his first cup of coffee when Judy walked into the kitchen. She was dressed in faded denim jeans and a sleeveless top. Her hair was still slightly damp from her shower, and her face was without any noticeable makeup. She caught him looking.




  “What? Do I have a smudge or something?”




  Handing her a mug of coffee, he said, “No, I was just thinking you don’t look half bad when you consider it’s,” he glanced at his watch, “just now six a.m.”




  “I’m just glad you didn’t see me when I came off the exercise equipment. I was a sweaty mess.”




  “How long have you been up?” he asked, amazed she’d already had a workout.




  “Since about four, I guess. I really didn’t sleep well. Some of Astra’s story depressed me. They’re so much like us in how they feel about each other and their children. You did pick up on the fact they’re monogamous and mate for life. Since her mate died, she’s been alone. I think that’s why she became the de facto ambassador to the human race.” She looked around the kitchen. “I see you cleaned up from last night.”




  “I’ve always had to clean up after myself since I’ve lived alone most of my adult life. I admit, it’s usually in the mornings before I head out for the office, but it does get done.” He smiled. “How about you? You a slob, or a neat freak?”




  “A bit of both, actually. I can go days without cleaning anything and then I fall into some kind of hypercleaning mode, like the old whirlwind in the Mr. Clean™ commercials. So, she says changing the subject, what’s our plan of attack today?”




  “I thought we’d see what’s on that CD-ROM and tackle the files. I’d like to first get a feeling for who was actually present at that demonstration, and then see what became of them later.”




  “What are you looking for?”




  “I’m not quite sure. But I think I’ll know it when we find it.”




  A few hours later, Judy looked up from the document she was reading. “Eric, did you read this summary about Camp David? It’s rather interesting. I always assumed Camp David began under President Eisenhower, but it dates back to FDR and 1942.”




  Eric took the summary and skimmed it. “I hadn’t expected the Camp to be administered by the Navy. Personally, I figured it would be under Army control, especially under Eisenhower,” Eric replied. “Of course, looks like on the night in question, I was partially right. According to the records provided by the White House, Eisenhower ordered the Camp cleared of all but a few people that night. Present at the demonstration were the President, three Secret Service agents, two Army sergeants from the tank, and six Marines. The other twelve people present, mostly Navy caretaker personnel, had been taken to an interior room of Aspen Lodge under Secret Service guard. They had no exposure to the demonstration. So that means our search has to focus on eleven men, since I believe we can safely rule out President Eisenhower.”




  He walked over to the white board and began listing names. Under the heading ‘Secret Service’, he wrote Curtis Bradford, Darrell Elliott and Frank Scott. The heading for the Army personnel was ‘Tankers’ and he listed the names SSgt. William Perry and Sgt. Mark Bartlett. The third heading ‘Jarheads’ drew a smile from Judy Deavers. You can take the man out of the SEALs, but you could never completely remove the SEALs from the man. This list was longer, six names: GySgt. Milton Bishop, SSgt. Herman Johnson, Cpl. Gregory Stephens, Cpl. David White, LCpl. Thomas Shepard, and LCpl. Michael Evans. She noted that Eric had drawn an asterisk next to the name of David White.
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