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  “…The past, present and future come together in one outstanding story in Christopher W. Wilcox, Sr.'s AEthereal. ...weaves a wonderful story combining a bit of the X-Files, a smidge of Jurassic Park, a sprinkle of romance and a highly suspenseful story. The writing is clear, well detailed and documented and offers the reader an action-packed story that is a do not miss.”
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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.
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